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conquer Urth. Now, a common enemy has conquered 
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The wars known as the Primal Rage have ended. 
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lays waste to Urth with his undead armies. In his way 


stand The Avatars—eight supreme fighters who can 
free their dino-god masters from the spell that 
binds them. Shaman of Blizzard and sorceress of 
Vertigo, minion of Diablo and paladin of Armadon, 
they must put aside their differences...to defeat the 
menace that threatens them all—or watch as vile 
Necrosan conquers Urth... 
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The Avatars 


KAZE—The noble shaman-warrior receives telepathic 
guidance from Blizzard, and leads the resistance against 
Necronus. 


MALYSSA—Vertigo’s Avatar and the most powerful 
sorceress on Urth. She holds the key to defeating Necronus, 
but her treachery may lead to his victory . . . 


KEENA—The young heroine is a devoted servant of 
Talon. But will she serve the Se good by battling the 
undead hordes of Necronus . . . ? 


SINJIN—The general so violent and evil that Diablo 
chose him to conquer the world. The invasion by Necronus 
ended Sinjin’s dreams of conquest . . . or did it? 


SHANK—The human form of Chaos is determined to 
defeat Necronus—but not at the cost of his own terri- 
tory... 


ARIK—The mighty warrior was to be crowned King of 
Rosaunia when Necronus’ armies overthrew the kingdom. 
With Sauron’s blessing he pursues his revenge . . . 


TOR—The righteous paladin is sworn by Armadon to 
protect the Urth and its ecosystem. Battling Necronus is the 
best chance to prove his worth . . . 


X1AO—The master of combat only lost once before—in 
a test against his god, Slashfang. He is determined not to 
lose again . . . 


Faced with a cosmic menace of overpowering evil, 
they must put aside their differences to save Urth . . . 
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ONE 


Old Earth 


A SCREECH SOUNDED OVERHEAD, AND BLIZZARD LOOKED 
up to see a squadron of six pterodactyls zooming 
toward him through the smoky sky. The giant ape 
grunted with alarm, and his ice-gray hair stood on end 
as the flyers swooped closer. The god of the yeti filled 
his lungs, preparing to take down as many as he could 
with his freeze breath and finish the rest with his fists. 
- Behind him, a triceratops snorted with alarm, and 
Blizzard motioned his follower back with a sweeping 
_ blue fist. He heard the anxious grunts of ten thousand 
~ battle-hardened yeti troops, all of them eager yet 
- fearful to begin the battle anew. 
The blue-skinned ape reared back, ready to cut 
loose with a blast of frozen air, but the pterodactyls 
suddenly soared upward, as if they were toying with 
him. The last flyer in the formation hurled a projectile 
toward Blizzard, and he barely raised his forearm 
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quickly enough to block it. A small skull bounced off 
his arm, fell to the barren ground, and shattered. 

The yeti god roared in anger and took a leaping 
swipe at the departing pterodactyls. When his reach 
fell short, they squawked at him mockingly. Blizzard 
glanced down at the shattered skull, knowing what it 
was—the skull of a baby yeti, a token of contempt 
from Vertigo. The cobra-like god was a sorceress, and 
she could shrink her victims to eat them, which meant 
that this could also be an adult yeti, perhaps someone 
close to Blizzard. He picked up the biggest chunk of 
the skull and sniffed it, responding with a low grunt. 
He thought grimly of how many of his followers had 
died, and how many more would die on the Plains of 
Rakmek before a final victor emerged to rule Earth 
and unite it in a reign of peace. 

Or a reign of terror. 

Being immortal, Blizzard had a long memory. He 
looked around the barren, blood-soaked plain and 
recalled when it had once been a garden, a place of 
beauty and solace where lush, deciduous ferns grew in 
splendor amid grottoes, geysers, and swaying conifers. 
Now the great plain was littered with carrion—dead, 
half-eaten beasts as far as the eye could see. The 
surviving dinosaurs were gorged, and no one was left 
to scavenge the dead, who lay rotting in the noonday 
sun. The stench drew giant dragonflies, which circled 
overhead and added an ominous drone to the foul 
proceedings. 

On the horizon, other dino-gods were mustering 
their armies for another round of carnage, and Blizzard 
wondered when it would all end. The yeti squinted up 
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at the burning sun, wishing he was back in his 
beautiful, cool mountains. He enjoyed a good kill as 
much as the next predator, but this endless war was 
wanton killing and destruction on a massive scale, 
which sickened him. 

Once again, Blizzard wondered if it would serve the 
cause of peace to ally himself with Armadon, Sauron, 
or one of the more virtuous gods in this final battle. 
Diablo and Vertigo were allied and winning battle after 
battle—the boldness of the pterodactyls attested to 
their confidence. But each of the gods had his own 
ideas on how to run the planet, and there were millions 
of years of bad blood and failed truces among them. 
Even if the gods stopped fighting, their followers 
would surely continue—such were the powerfuls 
hatreds that drove primeval Earth. 

So Blizzard faced the battlefield, wondering if he 
would conquer all or lose everything. It had to end 
here and now, he decided, because dragging out this 
terrible war was pointless as well as cruel to the planet. 
There was glory in victory, honor in defeat, but 
nothing in delay and cowardice. His forces would not 
live to fight another day, decided Blizzard—they 
would live to rule this very day, or die in the jaws of 
their enemies. 

The giant yeti pounded his chest and roared, then he 
leaped into the air and came down with a spine- 
compressing stomp. Diablo responded, his chilling 
roar cutting across miles of half-eaten corpses. Other 
gods joined in with howls, growls, and hisses, an- 
swered by the stomping and roaring of their followers. 
There was something different about this day; Blizzard 
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could feel it. By the fury of the roars and the shaking 
of the ground, he was sure that everyone on the planet 
knew that this was the Day of Reckoning. After today, 
for good or evil, the future of Earth would be settled. 

Blizzard roared again, then charged. He ran four- 
legged, using his knuckles as an extra set of feet, and 
his troops thundered behind him. From all around the 
vast plain, mighty beasts charged toward the center, 
and the bones of the dead rattled in their carcasses. 
Massive triceratops and apatosauruses rumbled toward 
one another like tanks, as swift raptors swarmed across 
the plains in a frenzy. 

Thunder and lightning crackled overhead, causing 
the hair on the back of Blizzard’s neck to bristle. He 
looked up, wondering why it was dark at midday. 
There was no time to ponder this mystery, as Talon’s 
swift raptors were closing in on him from the east, and 
his front line had fallen back to repel a flanking 
movement by Vertigo, who seemed to take special 
pleasure in tormenting Blizzard and his followers. 

The yeti whirled around and leaped toward the first 
handy enemy, a sharp-toothed deinonychus, taking 
him by surprise. He gripped the stunned raptor by the 
throat and shook him until all of the bones in his neck 
snapped, then he hurled the body at the pack of 
raptors, sending them scattering. From the confusion, 
a blur of stripes flew into the air, spinning, and Talon 
landed on Blizzard’s head with a brain basher. 

A stunned Blizzard plummeted to the ground as the 
god of raptors ripped into the fur on the back of his 
neck. The pain sent Blizzard into a tage—he twisted 
in Talon’s grasp and smashed his blood-soaked teeth 
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1 a massive fist. The raptor’s head snapped back, 
he leaped off, slashing out with his hind leg and 
ping a nasty cut across Blizzard’s face. He had 
m first blood, and Blizzard snarled at him. He 
d feel the rage coming over him and drew back, 
athing deeply and trying to control his fury. 
\s the battle raged around them, the two behemoths 
ed each other, towering above the mortal yeti and 
nonychus. Blizzard stared into Talon’s golden eyes, 
g the carnage and bedlam to concentrate on his 
ny. For a moment, he wondered why he kept 
ting, even though he knew that fighting for domi- 


himself. 
lizzard leaped for Talon’s throat, and the raptor 
pped out his lower leg and tripped him, slashing a 
1 at him as he fell. Although injured, Blizzard 
r to his feet and fought the raptor back with a 
ering combination of punches. Talon paused to 
sh his breath, which gave Blizzard the seconds he 
ed to invoke the ice geyser. 
. solid wall of ice shot into the air between them, 
zing the raptor god in place. While Talon stood 
jess, Blizzard crouched down and timed his jump; 
pon as the ice melted, he lunged for the raptor, 
bbed him by the neck, and hurled him to the ground 
h a satisfying crunch. But before he could rip his 
arp teeth into his underbelly, a ball of fire came 
ing through the air and struck him in the side of 


izzard staggered back, dazed, as a dark figure 
into the circle of chaos. It was Diablo, the 
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demonic Tyrannosaurus tex, whose followers relished 
torture and death. Diablo ripped into the yeti and the 
deinonychus who were battling each other and hurled 
their mangled bodies at Blizzard, who backed away, 
throwing up his arms in self-defense. Thanks to this 
distraction, Talon crawled to his feet and dashed away, 
his army of raptors following his retreat. 

Blizzard roared angrily at the red-and-black T-rex, 
who grinned back with a mouthful of razor-sharp 
teeth. He was enjoying all this carnage and suffering, 
thought Blizzard. The Mesozoic Wars were not a 
tragedy to Diablo but a wonderful lark, pure entertain- 
ment. 

- Come, my hairy friend,” said Diablo in mind 
language, “you and I have the most followers. Let us 
combine our forces and wipe out the others, then we 
can divide the planet into equal halves. You, of course, 
will rule the kindly half, and I will rule over all things 
evil. What do you say?” With his tail lashing back and 
forth, Diablo stared at Blizzard and waited for an 
answer. 

The yeti answered with a guttural snarl. He didn’t 
wish to converse with Diablo—he wanted to stop him 
from enslaving the Earth and every creature on it. 

“Are you too dim-witted to give me an answer?” 
demanded Diablo telepathically. 

Blizzard hurled himself at Diablo and connected 
with an elbow to the chops that knocked the red T-rex 
back on his tail. The ape was about to use the dinosaur 
for a punching bag when a crack of thunder erupted so 
powerfully that both Blizzard and Diablo were knocked 
to the ground, shuddering. The roars of victory and 
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yls of anguish ceased as all across the plain the 
mbatants froze in their tracks and stared fearfully at 
, which was pitch-black at midday except for the 
bs of ferocious lightning. 

izzard peered into the gloom and thought he saw 
leaming white bridge stretch from the sky, through 
¢ smoke, and into the stench of battle. Upon this 
e trod a small ape, who was hairless except for a 


ous purple robe covered with glowing symbols 
“moons and stars, and he carried a staff of gold with 
black crystal ball at the top. Blizzard had never seen 
uman before, as similar creatures wouldn’t exist in 
dimension for millions of years, and his first 
t was that it looked like a tasty morsel, bite- 
for a quick snack. 
izzard started to rise and proclaim his authority, 
Vertigo beat him to it. She came bounding out of 
. mass of dead and cowering dinosaurs and whipped 
f tail around to deliver a scorpion sting to the oddly 
essed creature. Blizzard winced, expecting to see the 
ruder impaled and eaten in short order. But the man 
ised his staff, and lightning crackled from the black 
ere and completely encircled Veritgo in midair. The 
ewy dinosaur twisted and struggled in her prison, 
st she hung in the air like a dragon-shaped paper 
mp caught by the breeze. 
_ There were grunts of awe and wonder among the 
ering beasts, who were mightily impressed by this 
Blizzard suddenly feared that he would have 
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or eat his followers, then an unfamiliar voice spoke 
telepathically in his mind. 

“Be still, you so-called gods, and listen to me!” 
ordered the voice. “I am Balsafas, a great mage from 
another dimension. No, you have not seen my kind 
before, and you will not see my kind again. Your 
irresponsible wars may bring you pleasure and a full 
belly, but they are endangering the other dimensions. 
You are too powerful, and dinosaurs are too dominant 
here. It is time for more civilized life-forms to have a 
chance on Earth. I’m afraid your fifteen million years 
of fame are up.” 

The strange mage had barely finished before Diablo 
suddenly roared loudly enough to wake the carrion, 
and Sauron joined him in an angry chorus of ticked-off 
tyrannosaurs. They were not about to be told what to 
do by some pipsqueak with no followers, even if he 
was an accomplished sorcerer. However, noted Bliz- 
zard, neither Sauron nor Diablo rushed the stranger as 
Vertigo had done. They protested from afar, and 
Vertigo remained suspended in the sky, surrounded by 
bolts of lightning. 

“Oh, cut that out,” said the mildly irritated mind 
voice of the stranger in response to the tyrannosaurs. 
“You will never live peacefully of your own free will, 
so we have no choice. By some quirk of evolution, a 
few of you are nearly immortal, and I can’t kill you. 
But I can kill every other dinosaur that walks, swims, 
or flies.” 

The archmage lifted his golden staff and whispered 
an incantation. Blizzard suddenly sensed extreme 
danger, and it was all he could do to keep from fleeing. 
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desperation, the giant ape leaped to attack the mage, 
sho swept his golden staff in a great arc over the 
lefield. At once, a wall of flame shot hundreds of 
et into the air and spread like burning lava across the 
jast plain, engulfing the startled beasts before they had 
‘chance to move. With panicked shrieks, dinosaurs 
nd yeti stampeded this way and that, but flames 
yertook them, and dense smoke filled the air along 
with their dying screams. 

- Blizzard roared in anger, but before he could take 
action, the flames consumed him, too. He collapsed 
inder the searing heat, unable to breathe, as the fire 
hed his magnificent fur and turned him into a 
torch. With supersimian strength, Blizzard bur- 
‘owed into the bloody ground to escape the worst of it, 
ind he got some relief as the dirt and mud doused his 
burning pelt. 

“He wished he could burrow all the way back to the 
tains, because he wanted no part of this archmage, 
safas, But Blizzard’s spirit wouldn’t allow him to 
away from a fight, or live in slavery. He had to 
ont this strange being, even if it meant his end, or 


The giant ape lifted his head, shook off the dirt, and 
soared. The sound trailed off when he saw the carnage 


wall of fire as it swept across the land in every 
direction. The stench of burning flesh made the earlier 
odors of the battlefield seem like spring fragrances, 

d the winds carried countless, pitiable groans of 
ony. Not only that, but Sauron, Armadon, and 
ashfang had joined Vertigo in being suspended in 


— 
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balls of lightning. The remaining gods hung back, 
stunned and uncertain. 

The mage looked directly at the ape and smiled 
confidently. “Try what you like, Blizzard, it won't 
make any difference. I respect you, and I’m sorry that 
I must punish the good with the bad—but the reign of 
dinosaurs must come to an end. Some flying dinosaurs 
may escape to evolve into curious creatures, but the 
tiny mammals and insects which you barely notice will 
now dominate the planet. After today, Earth is going to 
be a vastly different place.” 

As he was powerless to do anything else, Blizzard 
decided to reason telepathically with Balsafas. “You 
say that you cannot kill us, as you have killed the 
others, so you must let the gods live. Does this mean 
you will make peace with us?” 

“Perhaps with you that would be possible,” an- 
swered the mage. He gazed at Vertigo, who hissed 
ferociously at him. “But not with some of these 
monsters. No, the safest course for Earth is to imprison 
all of you, eternally. To that end, a thousand mages 
have been toiling for centuries on a single spell—the 
Bonds of Forbidding.” 

He waved his golden staff, and the black crystal 
glowed fiercely, as lightning streaked across the sky 
and swirled into a whirlpool of blinding light. While 
Blizzard watched in awe, the nebula of light coalesced 
into a burning ball, which descended slowly through 
the sky to the charred battlefield. The fireball burned 
until it seemed to melt a window in the fabric of 
reality, allowing Blizzard to see a different world 
beyond. He peered into the magical portal and could 
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j 
ee rows and rows of somber mages, all of them 

soncentrating and holding their arms outward. Now 

the yeti was truly frightened, but he knew that running 

would be both futile and cowardly. 

- Without warning, a beam of purple light surged 

from the portal, curved in midair, and struck Vertigo in 

the chest, shattering the sphere of lightning that held 
her aloft. As the dino-god twisted, screamed, and 

ursed, the powerful beam lifted her skyward. 

“Only the moon is as cold as you, Vertigo!” pro- 

claimed Balsafas in a loud voice. “Go to your new 
home—the moon!” 
_ The magical beam bore the sorceress aloft until she 
was out of sight, although they could still hear her 
aming across the cosmos. All that remained was a 
jarrow, gleaming strand which stretched from the 
portal into space. 

Diablo took that as his cue to exit, and he started 
running as quickly as his powerful hind legs would 
take him. But a beam of red light shot from the portal, 
struck the T-rex in the back, and hurled him straight 
into the ground with a monstrous explosion. 

“As you burn your enemies, Diablo, so you will 
burn in the lava pit!” intoned Balsafas. “To the Earth’s 
core with you!” 

_ Fire, smoke, and Diablo’s screams of agony rose 
from the pit that had appeared beneath him, but the 
magical beam kept pushing the dino-god deeper and 
deeper into the hole, until he was heard no more. At 
hat moment, Blizzard knew that his fate had been 
ealed centuries ago when the mages decided to end 
e reign of the gods. He had never realized that there 
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were forces greater than himself in the universe, and it 
was a sobering realization for the yeti. 

His sorrow and shock rooted him to the spot, left 
him unable to prevent the archmage from invoking the 
Bonds of Forbidding. What's more, Blizzard found he 
didn’t want to live in a world where there were no 
followers, no glory, and nothing to eat but rodents 
and insects. The yeti watched solemnly as his fellow 
gods were banished one by one to far-flung prisons— 
Armdadon to collapsed caverns, Sauron to an undersea 
prison, and so on, until no one stood on the smolder- 
ing field of death except Blizzard and the archmage, 
Balsafas. 

“Ah,” said the man, setting down his staff and 
stretching his arms wearily. “That is done, except for 
you, Blizzard.” 

The ape grunted and leaned forward on his knuck- 
les. “Do your worst.” 

“This is my best,” said Balsafas haughtily. “I'm 
sorry if you cannot appreciate it. Oh, there is one more 
bit of business—we must keep this portal open to 
keep the lines of power secured to my world.” 

The magical doorway pulsed with twisting light 
beams—one for each imprisoned god—and they 
looked like luminescent snakes writhing in agony. The 
mage drew back the sleeve of his garment, revealing a 
delicate hand, and pointed to the carcass of a large 
allosaur, which promptly levitated into the air! The 
charred flesh crumbled away, leaving only blackened 
bones, which clattered together as the giant skeleton 
danced in space. The ape blinked his reddened eyes at 
the apparition. 


The Avatars 13 


He gasped as the bones twisted into a new shape— 
at of a massive, barred, iron door. The yeti tribes of 
great mountains had long since perfected the use of 
tal doors, and this one looked as if it would protect 
> largest dungeon or castle. With its hinges creaking, 
door swung open and shut like a giant mouth, and 
d feared that he would be swallowed alive. 
mage suddenly flicked his wrist at the door, and 
urned in midair and slammed into place over the 
ing portal. The clang was deafening, as if a new 
had begun. Through the bars in the doorway, the 
nds of Forbidding gleamed brightly, and they looked 
they would burn forever. 
Blizzard could only stare at the archmage, knowing 
he was in deep trouble. Balsafas winked like a 
sician and pulled two thick chains from the seem- 
ly bottomless pockets of his purple robe. The ape 
ped back as he cast them upon the charred ground. 
‘once, the bronze chains morphed into enormous 
ents with huge heads and daggerlike teeth. The 
snapped his own sharp teeth at them, yet he warily 
cked away. The snakes paid him little heed as they 
thered over to the iron door and wrapped themselves 
ound the latch. They turned back into chains a 
t later, and Blizzard grunted with relief. 
safas turned toward him with a look that was 
kindly but condescending. “Now, my friend, it is 
to send you on your way. I think you will 
preciate being imprisoned in a glacier—near your 
rmer home, of course. It will be very cold, and you 
ll sleep in a long hibernation.” 
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“How long?” asked Blizzard in the man’s tongue, 
which he found he could speak. 

“Oh!” exclaimed Balsafas. “How impressive that 
you learned our language so quickly. Pity, you could 
have made something of yourself, but you hung out 
with a bad crowd.” 

“How long!” demanded Blizzard. 

“Forever.” The archmage pointed his finger at the 
barred portal, and a bright blue beam shot forth, 
curving like a shooting star toward Blizzard. Having 
watched the Bonds of Forbidding claim their victims 
one by one, he knew when to time his jump. He leaped 
skyward just as the brilliant ray struck the ground 
where he had stood, unable to correct its course. 
Blizzard bounded frantically away, but the beam 
chewed up the earth and sliced through the bodies until 
it whipped back toward him, widening as it drew 
closer, 

As the blinding light overcame him, Blizzard roared 
and smashed his fists into it, to no effect. A force 
seized every muscle in his body and hurled him 
skyward—he felt as if he were the victim of a throw 
move, except that he never came down. Finally the 
Yeti looked toward the ground, and he realized that 
he was seeing time pass very quickly. The bloody 
battlefield was now covered with huge, shifting sand 
dunes, and there was no trace of Balsafas, the portal to 
the Mage World, or the creatures who had perished. 

Before Blizzard could see more, he was flying along 
the jagged horizon of the snow-covered mountains he 
loved so well, and for a moment he had hope that he 
could return home. Then he saw something he had 
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ver seen before—a wall of ice taller than any 
0 ntain—in fact, it was /eveling mountains as it 
mbled down from the north. He looked around and 
w that most of the world was covered by massive 
laciers, and Blizzard knew that no dinosaur could live 
such a climate. It seemed incredible, but the Earth 
id truly seen the last of its most dominant life-form, 
thunder lizards. 

Before the yeti had time to react, the blazing beam 
ged him into the center of the glacier, and the ice 


ndreds of miles below the surface. When he finally 
me to rest, he smashed his fists against the ice; 
though it melted all around him, it refroze instantly. 
For days, the ape struggled in vain to move his 
mbs. Finally, exhausted, he had to admit that he was 
n solid in a block of primeval ice that was as thick 
$a mountain. There was nothing but ice as far as he 
ld see, except for the eerie blue glow that sur- 


omb. It was his own personal Bond of Forbidding. 
‘As his mind was still functional, the yeti put out 
elepathic commands to his followers, but no answer 
back. They were gone, too. Despite the fact that 
ard could still think, he saw little point in lying 
c for an eternity thinking about the past. Besides, 
e cold was numbing his body and bringing a 
thargic feeling to his weary limbs, and he knew that 
could sleep for a very long time. 


if he wanted to survive this imprisonment, he told 
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himself, then he would have to be patient and remem- 
ber his mental training. He wasn’t defeated, only 
delayed. Thinking these serene thoughts, the mighty 
Blizzard rested peacefully in his tomb, dreaming of the 
day when he would seek revenge. 


New Urth 


PIERCED THE AIR AS AN OVERLOADED AMBULANCE 
to ram its way through bumper-to-bumper traffic 
Avenue, which only resulted in people jump- 
of their cars and swearing at the driver. Marty 
sat in the driver’s seat of his taxicab, glad that 
pid ambulance was several car lengths ahead of 
and not directly behind him. Where the hell did 
guy think he was going, anyway? Nothing was 
ing in this bedlam, and it was all anybody could 
st to keep his senses amid all the shouting, 
‘ing, and car radios blaring. 
t seconds ago, the first of the meteors entered 
osphere!” said a breathless newscaster on a 
radio. “London is being bombarded as we 
and fire is raining from the sky. But experts say 
‘many of the smaller meteors will burn up in our 
osphere, and the rest will probably fall harmlessly 
the ocean. Scientists are still puzzled by the 
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unusual trajectory of the meteors, and the origin of th 
large asteroid which accompanies them. We may n 
know the full extent of the damage for some time, bi 
we repeat—there is no need to panic. Remain calm. 

Yeah, thought Marty, tell that to the loons who wei 
standing on top of their cars, screaming, “The end i 
near! Repent!” 

The cabbie supposed that he ought to at least thi 
about making peace with his maker, in case 
optimistic “experts” were wrong, because other “e: 
perts” had said—after the missiles had only dented 
giant asteroid and broken off a few more chunks—th: 
nothing was going to stop it. A lot of people wet 
going to die, and Earth would be forever changed —fe 
the good, the bad, no one knew. Marty looked aroui 
at the sea of blubbering, horn-honking humanity 
wondered if, perhaps, it wouldn’t be a good idea 
thin it out a bit. 

The question was, Should he prepare to die and s 
praying, or should he plan what stores he was going 
loot? There were lots of nice jewelry stores along Fi 
Avenue, and diamonds would always be worth soi 
thing. The trouble with praying was that Marty 
never been a very religious person. He had never 
any religion that was relevant and vibrant enough 
win him over; all of them seemed to be based on s\ 
that happened thousands of years ago, if at all. Singi 
hymns and listening to sermons was not his idea of 
good time. 

The cabbie reached under his seat and pulled out 
trusty .38 snub-nosed revolver, which had saved 
ass a number of times on the mean streets of Ni 
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York. If he died, he was gonna be dead, but if he lived, 
he was going shopping at Tiffany’s. 

“My God!” cut in the voice on the radio. “Word just 
in, a shower of meteors hundreds of miles long has 
broken through the atmosphere, and the big one—the 
asteroid—is headed for a collision course with the 
Pacific Coast! Authorities request that you proceed in 
a orderly fashion to your nearest civil defense fallout 
shelter.” 

“Aaaah” screamed an attractive woman in a Volks- 
wagen beside him. She jumped out of her car, looked 
around, and began pressing her voluptuous lips against 
the windshields of nearby cars. “I want a man before 
I die!” 

Marty wasn’t quick enough out of his cab, but this 
plea attracted several volunteers, who promptly got 
into a fistfight over the woman. Everyone was desert- 
ing his or her car to stand and stare at the smoggy sky, 
or what could be seen of it between the tips of the 
skyscrapers of midtown Manhattan. Marty stuck his 
revolver in his pants and stepped out of his car with the 
rest of the somber crowd. A couple of guys were 
swarming over the affectionate woman, but even that 
couldn’t compare with a meteor shower and a giant 
asteroid smashing into the Earth. Things were oddly 
quiet. Even the ambulance driver had given up and 
turned off his siren. 

When nothing happened immediately, there was 
some hopeful mumbling and sobbing. Maybe they 
would be saved, thought Marty, and he would start 
believing in God. 

The first meteor came in like a missile, and it 
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sheered off the steeple of a magnificent cathedral. 
people screamed and fled in terror, the church tows 
crumbled into the street, sizzling like a sparkler. Mot 
flaming meteors bombarded the city, and the tops 
the skyscrapers caught the worst of the it. M: 
quickly realized what would happen, and he do 
under his taxi just as tons of bricks, mortar, and s 
plummeted to the city streets. The screaming turned 
anguished wails, and the ground shuddered with 
impact of falling debris. Concrete dust filled the ai 
and Marty screwed his eyes shut, waiting to die. 

He kept expecting the big asteroid to hit any seco 
and finish the job, but it missed Manhattan by th 
sands of miles. Nevertheless, he knew when it hi 
because there was a blinding flash of light, and 
entire planet heaved with the shock wave. For a s 
second he was weightless. Then the ground shudder: 
like a vibrating bed, and the rest of the skyscra 
came tumbling down. Dust clogged the air. 

Then he heard it—the roar! Some instinct cau: 
Marty to hold his breath just as a tidal wave of freezi 
Seawater washed over Manhattan. As Marty gas 
and floundered in the receding water, he began to 
in earnest. j 

Something must have heard him, because massi 
chunks of debris did not flatten his vehicle as they di 
most of those around him. He had no idea how 
time passed. It was finally the grimy seawater 
drove Marty out from under the taxi, or else he wi 
have stayed hidden as long as possible. Shivering, 
climbed onto a cornice that had probed the sky a 
minutes earlier and surveyed with awe the re 


The Avatars 21 


transformation that had overtaken the isle of Manhat- 
fan, 
Most of the skyscrapers and grand cathedrals were 
nothing but twisted girders, although a few remained 
standing, tilted at odd angles, like ancient ruins. The 
fubble, smashed cars, and bodies lay mired in murky 
seawater, and the great metropolis had become a 
dangerous swamp. Marty suddenly had a feeling that 
diamonds wouldn’t be worth much anymore, and that 
he would be better off looking for food and shelter, 
He jumped from concrete chunk to conrete chunk 
like a lizard, trying to find a way out of the morass of 
death and destruction, but there wasn’t anywhere to 
go. The center of the street was hazardous, but the 
sidewalks were worse. Marty decided to go back and 
sit in his cab for a while, as it had proven to be safer 
than all of mankind’s fallen edifices and shrines. 
The cabbie had just climbed into the driver’s seat 
when he heard a sound that was more terrifying than 
ithe meteor shower—a roar unlike the tidal wave’s, 
something savage. He looked around, expecting to see 
teetering skyscraper falling, because that noise 
couldn’t be what it sounded like—a very hungry 
animal. Then Marty remembered the zoo in Central 
Park and wondered if some of the animals had 
escaped. Oh, joy. But even if they had, that didn’t 
sound like any lion, bear, or tiger that he had ever 
heard. It had to be the structure of a building about to 
vollapse, he decided. 

Then the roar came again, sounding closer, and this 
me it was accompanied by a bloodcurdling scream, 
hich was cut off abruptly. Marty hunched down in 
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his seat and gripped his gun, not wanting to | 
around anymore. He convinced himself that the: 
unearthly roars were imaginary—and who could bl: 
him for imagining things after what had happen 
He would be in therapy for months! A moment la 
Marty couldn’t ignore the giant footsteps that c: 
pounding up behind him. Then he heard the creakii 
and groaning of metal, as if a bulldozer were movi 
the wreckage away. He had been saved! thought M: 
gleefully. 

The cabbie jumped out of his cab and looked in 
direction of the strange noises, and his jaw fell n 
as far as the giant skyscrapers had. In the middle 
the wreckage was a huge, yellow-and-purple Ty: 
nosaurus rex, who was rooting among the cars like 
pig, eating dead and dying humans as hungrily 
greedily as he could. With a trembling hand, M: 
lifted his revolver, even though he realized that a bul 
wasn’t going to do any good against this mons! 
What he was seeing couldn’t be real! There was no 
in Central Park that housed giant dinosaurs, and 
one was bigger than any skeleton he had seen at 
Museum of Natural History. 

He was going to laugh it off, but some pri 
instinct told Marty that this dinosaur was real— 
was looking at a genunine force of nature! For the 
time in his life, Marty Stazik felt himself in 
presence of a god. This wasn’t what he’d expected, 
it was a god, nevertheless. 

When the mammoth T-rex finished devouring 
contents of a minivan, he looked up with bl 
dripping from his jaws, and his blazing red eyes | 
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Marty’s. Suddenly Marty had a revelation. This crea- 
ture was the epitome of hunger—the symbol for a new 
world with new rules! Marty was looking at his 
master, and he knew that if the god chose to eat him or 
let him live, it was all the same. This ferocious eating 
machine was his salvation, the future of the planet. As 
if in confirmation, the great beast reared back and 
roared so loudly that it rattled the broken glass left in 
the windowpanes. 

Marty fell to his knees in the muck and flattened 
himself before the dinosaur. “I am yours to command! 
Do with me as you will!” 

The T-rex cocked his head in thought. There were 
clothes and bits of flesh hanging off his jagged teeth, 
but he had eaten his fill, for the moment. Marty didn’t 
know how he knew this; it was as if he could read the 
dinosaur’s thoughts. 

“Get me food!” came an overwhelming command. 

“Yes, yes!” answered Marty, leaping to his feet. He 
drew his gun and looked around for any humans who 
might still be alive. When he saw a bedraggled 
survivor cowering in a storefront, he fired several 
shots, killing him. 

The tyrannosaurus took a few steps and scooped up 
the offering in his mighty jaws. And thus it was that 
Sauron collected his first human, Marty, who would be 
spoken of in mythical terms among Sauron’s enclave 
for centuries to come. ‘ 

“What else can I do for you?” asked Marty help- 
fully. 

“Have you seen any others like me?” asked the god 
telepathically. 
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“Others . . . like you?” Marty gulped and shoo 
his head. 

Sauron picked his teeth with a long talon. “What is 
this place?” 

“Um, Earth.” 

“Not the Earth I knew.” The dino-god gazed arou 
at the twisted ruins of New York City. “Still, it feel 
good to be free from my prison, and to know there i 
food, and followers who will help me get more food! 
“No problem with that,” promised the human. 


Marty bowed low. “Whatever you say, Mighty One. 
Whatever you say.” 


Blizzard awoke in total darkness as the ice shoo! 
violently all around him, cracking and groaning uni 
the stress. The absence of the blue light told him 
the Bonds of Forbidding had ceased to hold hii 
prisoner, and he was free! But freedom was a relati 
term when one was trapped under tons of dangero’ 
shifting ice. After his long hibernation, the god of 
yeti was weak, but he was alive. He reversed his free: 
breath and blew blasts of hot air at the dark walls of hi 
prison, while he pounded away with his mighty fists. 
When he had cleared enough room to move, Bliz- 
zard lifted his powerful legs and pushed against 
ice. It groaned ominously, and he knew that he cou! 
be crushed any second by whatever powerful fo 
were wracking the planet. But this could be his onl 
chance for escape, and he was going to take it! 
Grunting with the effort, Blizzard held back 
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shifting ice with his arms, while he pushed with his 
legs. In the darkness, the melting water dripped on his 
face and mingled with his sweat, but he could feel the 
ice moving. To muster his strength, the god tried to 
imagine the surface of the planet—cool mountains, 
sparkling streams, leafy trees, and tribes of happy yeti. 
Despite his weakness, the thought of life on the 
surface drove him into a frenzy. Blizzard smashed at 
the glacier with his feet and fists, roaring so loudly that 
the ice reverberated from the sound and cracked like a 
shattered mirror. 

His furious fists plowed upward, turning the world’s 
largest ice cube into slush. Bleeding from his hands 
and feet, Blizzard crawled through the darkness, using 
his bestial sense of direction to guide him. Higher and 
higher he went, roaring and smashing the ice, until he 
could see a glimmer of diffused light far above him. 
With mighty grunts, the giant ape battled his way 
toward the light, prying open a crack at the top and 
squirming out of the frozen pit into air so foul, he 
began to cough and gag. 

Blizzard looked up and saw gray dust choking the 
air, and he worried that the mage’s fires were still 
burning. Then he looked around him and found that, 
reassuringly, he was surrounded by majestic moun- 
tains, although the snow was streaked and dirty. It 
looked something like his beloved home, but every- 
thing was disheveled and out of place. 

His stomach growled so fiercely that his intestines 
twisted in a knot, and Blizzard knew that he would 
have to eat—and soon. He raised his flared nostrils to 
the polluted wind and sniffed, trying to find a trace of 
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food. He wouldn’t want to attack a fellow yeti, 
he would do so if he had to. Suddenly a scent reac! 
his nostrils that was familiar yet not familiar. It 
an ape, he felt, but not a yeti. Mixed with 
confusing scent was the aroma of other animals, pl 
something . . . else. He shook his head, unable 
place any of these strange aromas, but his legs 
pelled him forward, under the command of his st 
ach. 
The giant yeti slugged his way through the s 
and ice until he found some boulders upon which 
climb. His progress became faster. As the odors 
stronger, Blizzard began to drool, and he was lopi 
along when he came upon the spot of the avalanc! 
Buried in snow and struggling to get out were sev: 
living creatures, and he promptly set about trying | 
rescue them. 
He plunged his great hand into the snow and cai 
up with a four-legged creature, which was covered 
some kind of spongy, white growth. It bleated angri 
at him, and he promptly ate it, spitting out the bo 
and the white stuff. Considering that the rest of 
beast tasted good, Blizzard began liberating more 
them from the drift, if only briefly before he ate 
The yeti was still gorging himself when he reac! 
into the snow and brought up something else 
two-legged creature that looked like the mage, 
safas. Only this one was dark-haired, wore a b 
beard, and had almond-shaped eyes. He looked 
Blizzard and shrieked, which led the ape to beli 
that he wasn’t an archmage of any sort. He noticed th 
the man was also covered in material similar to 
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four-legged animals, only it hung loosely to the man 
while it was attached to the animals. Made the man 
easier to eat, thought Blizzard. 

He was about to devour the squirming Tibetan when 
the man yelled out, “Yeti! You’re a yeri!” 

Blizzard stopped, blinked at the man, and set him 
down in the snow. “Where are the rest of the yeti?” he 
demanded in the man’s tongue. 

Fearfully, the creature shook his head. “They are 
gone, I think. We have many stories about the yeti, but 
you are the only one I have ever seen.” 

The god frowned at this news and roared in rage. 
Despite the threats of Balsafas, Blizzard had never 
really believed that the yeti could be wiped from the 
face of the Earth. It was a foul irony to awaken after 
such a cruel imprisonment to find that his people were 
gone. At least they were held in memory by these 
lesser creatures. 

The man was quivering when Blizzard looked back 
at him. “Spare me, please!” he shrieked. “Have my 
sheep! Eat my sheep!” 

“Sheep?” Blizzard reached into the snow and plucked 
out another wool-wrapped morsel. “I like these sheep. 
Tell me, are there still dinosaurs?” 

“Dinosaurs?” asked the man nervously. “No, they’ve 
been gone even longer than the yeti. They’ve been gone 
for millions and millions of years.” 

“Million of years,” echoed Blizzard, thoughtfully _ 
chewing. “So much time has passed. Do you know 
what happened to break the Bonds of Forbidding?” 

The man shook his head. “Bonds of Forbidding? 
I'm sorry, I don’t know what that is.” He pointed to the 
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dreary sky. “And I don’t know what happened, but it i 
terrible!” 

Blizzard sat back on his haunches and scratch 
under his armpit. “Can you get me more sheep?” 

“As many as you like.” 

“You are a man, correct? And there are many 
you?” 

“In the flatlands below, many. Only scattered tril 
in the mountains. My name is Cai.” 

The great ape nodded sagely. “You, Cai, will be 
shaman. You will be my voice to your people.” 

“Yes, sir,” answered Cai with a gulp. 

“Go forth, and tell them I am coming!” ordered t 
god, rooting around in the snowdrift for anoth 
helping of mutton. “And tell them to look out f 
dinosaurs. If I am here, so are they.” 


THREE 


1000 A.C. (After Cataclysm) 


“Tuus,” sap Kaze KortyAMA, A LEAN MAN DRESSED IN 
the simple garb of a monk, “was our great ancestor, 
Cai, chosen by Blizzard to be his first shaman. The day 
of the great meteor was a cataclysm for most of the 
world, but it was an auspicious day for our clan, as we 
survived and prospered under our benevolent god, 
Blizzard. We have peace on the Cliff and within our 
villages and temples, when most of the Urth is 
wracked with death and misery. This is thanks to 
Blizzard, and the mastery he has taught us.” 

Kaze gazed at the sea of children’s faces that filled 
the immense temple, and he was pleased by their 
attentive smiles. The majority of the faces were of 
Asian descent, but a great many were of other races, as 
people from all over Urth had fled to the relative safety 
of the Cliff. The Children’s Festival was going well, 
and the youngsters were taking their studies as seri- 
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ously as they took their play. Now it was time 
reward them with a taste of things to come. 

Kaze yanked on his black ponytail to make s 
was tightly bound. “As you know,” he began, “I 
not only the High Shaman of the Temple of Buri 
but the master of martial arts. Our Zen training is v 
old, although not as old as Blizzard, and we teach 
body and mind must function together for us 
achieve maximum health, happiness, and effecti 
ness. Your minds have been well prepared, but some 
your bodies are a little flabby.” 

There was nervous chuckling in the audience, 
Kaze smiled sympathetically. “In the years ahead 
you, each of you will be instructed in the ways 
self-defense, the ways of the Bushido, in which 
hold loyalty, self-sacrifice, and honor above all thin, 
You will become lean of mind, body, and purpose 
you focus your attention on serving Blizzard and y: 
tribe.” 

Kaze opened his robe, revealing his Katana sword 
the famous Burizado Frost Blade. It had a long, blue 
carved in the image of Blizzard standing erect, 
massive arms folded in front of him. The sight of 
sword brought a hush from the audience, and K: 
continued to disrobe until he reached his pantaloons 
vest, which hid very little of his impressive musculat 
The shaman drew his gleaming, forty-inch-long swor 
and the crowd of children gasped at once. 7 

Kaze studied his gently curved weapon from tang 
tip, knowing its surface better than he knew his o1 
arm. There was still not a scratch on the Frost Bla 
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even after banging it against Armadon’s hide in a 
recent battle. 

“I forged this blade ten years ago,” he told the 
hushed crowd, “when I finished my shamanistic stud- 
ies. I carved the hilt from meteor stone, which is 
normally black. The blade was still warm from the 
final tempering when I presented it to Blizzard and 
asked him to bless it. He breathed frost upon the sword 
with his freeze breath to cool it. The hilt turned blue, 
as you see it, and the blade has been impervious to 
scratches and nicks from that moment on.” 

Kaze hefted the weapon and slowly sliced through 
the air in a circular motion. “This sword is my only 
possession. It means a great deal to me, but it is still 
simply a tool, subservient to the mind and body which 
use it. Your sword, when you make it, will be every bit 
as grand and beautiful as this sword, because you will 
have made it. Without you to guide it, a sword remains 
metal and rock. With you to guide it, a sword is a living 
thing.” 

With that remark, he promptly twirled the sword in 
his hand like a propeller, and the children gasped with 
delight at the swirling motion. Then Kaze whipped out 
of the twirl into a series of thrusts and parries that were 
spare and acrobatic. He accentuated each slash of the 
sword with a foot stomp and shout, sounding like a 
percussionist as he moved about the stage. When he 
ended, the children started to applaud, but he gave 
them a stern look. They were still in the temple, after , 
all. 

Kaze nodded to a monk standing offstage, and he 
brought out a large candelabra filled with nine white 
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candles. As the monk lifted the candelabra and held 
perfectly still, the warrior took aim with his sw c 
visualizing his actions in his mind. In a sweepi 
motion that was almost too fast to be seen, he sli 
the sword through the candles. None of them fell, 
Kaze frowned in disappointment. 

“He missed!” said shocked whispers in the a 
ence. “He missed!” 

The assistant monk didn’t move, and Kaze gave hi 
a wink. It was a good thing they had a fresh audiei 
for this stunt every year. Flourishing his sword like 
fencer, he promptly speared the top half of the ri 
most candle and left the bottom half in the candelal 
With a flick of his wrist, he tossed the candle into 
audience, and the children erupted with shrieks 
laughter. With rapid thrusts, Kaze repeated this f j 
eight more times, sending candles flying to every pat 
of the temple and making it clear that he hadn’t mi: 
anything. He had cut the candles in half so deftly 
they hadn’t even fallen. 

Kaze bowed low to his young audience. “Thank y 
for your attendance at our festival, where you 
learn about the glorious future ahead of you in y 
service to Blizzard. Before you leave, let us chant 
praise to our benevolent god.” i 

The shaman turned to the altar, which housed 
large painting of the giant blue ape, and knelt down 
it. With a small mallet, he banged a melodious gt 
several times, which quieted the excited crowd. 
he began the familiar chant, Kaze was joined 
hundreds of youthful voices. : 

In unison, they said, “Oh, Blizzard, protector « 
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Urth and of all the beasts who dwell thereupon, help us 
in our search for sacrifice and knowledge. Guide us to 
find the noble animal spirit which dwells within you 
and within each of us. Give us strength to defeat your 
enemies, and to resist those evil gods who wish to turn 
us to cannibalism and degradation. Keep us pure of 
thought and soul in this world of evil influences and 
sorcery. Most of all, prepare us for death, because 
death in your service is victory.” 

Kaze took a breath and continued the familiar litany. 
“Humans, animals, trees, and stone people are all 
equal in the eyes of Blizzard, and we honor them all. 
We share in the belief of Gaia—that Urth is one, and 
everything upon Urth is one together, forever and 
ever.” 

Their voices lifted to the rafters. “Praise Blizzard, 
protector of Urth, keeper of the animal spirit, and god 
of the departed yeti!” 

Kaze banged on the bell loudly several times, 
relaying through sound their joy in worshipping Bliz- 
zard, then the shaman jumped up, a smile on his 
angular face. “Acolytes, you may now enjoy lunch 
until your midday studies resume with the fundamen- 
tals of martial arts. Remember, this is a defensive skill, 
to be used only in self-defense. You are excused.” 

The children rose in their seats, eagerly talking to 
one another about what they had seen from the 
remarkable shaman. When several of them surged 
toward the stage, Kaze grabbed his robes and hur- 
ried off. As much as he would have liked to remain 
and chat with the young acolytes, he had his own 
affairs to deal with. Monks rushed in to intercept the 
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youngsters and answer their questions, and 
considered how lucky he was to have such a lo} 
cadre of assistants. This left him to concentrate on hi 
most important duty—communication with Blizza 
who only came down from the heights of the Hi 
layas when danger threatened. 

No danger threatened at the moment, but the shama 
had to be ever vigilant, as danger could come in th 
form of Diablo or Vertigo, an avalanche, or a me 
from the sky. Although the last great meteor had falle! 
a thousand years ago and was now a popular shrine 
Kaze constantly watched for another one. He was 
student of the history of this unique planet, and 
didn’t think that the series of strange events was ove 
yet. Like many, he believed that the millennium a 
the cataclysm would bring more changes. 

Ever optimistic, Kaze believed that those change; 
would bring victory over the other dino-gods, and a 
the creatures of Urth would live peacefully unde: 
Blizzard’s benign rule. That was by no means certain, 
however; the gods were so evenly matched that Kaze 
couldn’t see how one of them, even Blizzard, would 
ever get an advantage. But he had faith in Blizzard’ 
bravery and determination. Until then, Kaze would 
keep the distractions in his life to a minimum. 

He slipped out the back door of the temple, which 
was a large white building built of brick and decorated 
with a Shinto gateway over each door. Even at the re 
door, a handful of students were waiting for him, but 
the shaman nodded politely to them and kept walking, 
his boots squishing through the melting snow. 
looked back at the gayly colored tents that graced 
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courtyard in front of the temple, thinking that the 
festival had gotten off to a rousing start. 

There was a chill in the air, and Kaze stopped to 
throw his robe over his shoulders. As he did, he 
studied the sky, which was so clear that it was almost 
translucent. The scent of pine and verbena hung in the 
air, and there were tiny buds on the trees. It would be 
a glorious spring in the mountains, but all of that could 
change in an instant. Despite the peace of the Burizado 
Temple, Urth was a dangerous place, as Kaze well 
knew. 

The shaman strode along the path toward the 
overlook, one of his favorite spots to sit and meditate. 
But today he was not planning to meditate—he had a 
more urgent mission. As he reached the sacred spot 
from which, it was said, Blizzard had thrown Diablo 
head over heels into the chasm to win the Cliff for his 
own, he could see a slim figure standing on the 
promontory. Wrapped in a woolen pancho, she ignored 
the cold wind that swept the point as she stood gazing 
at the serene vista of clouds and mountain peaks. 

Kaze thought he would sneak up behind her, and he 
barely made a noise as he padded across the barren 
ground. Still, she said, “My love, you cannot fool me.” 

Kim turned to him with a warm smile on her 
delicate brown face, and she lifted her arms from her 
pancho to embrace him. Eagerly he gripped her lithe 
body, which trembled slightly—from cold or emotion | 
he could not tell. It had been six months since they had 
Jast seen each other, but time had no meaning now that 
he held her in his arms. Kim was a teacher at one of the 
remote villages in the mountains, so she came to the 


36 PRIMAL RAGE 


Burizado Temple infrequently. Too infrequently, thought 
Kaze, as he nuzzled her neck, smelled her orchard 
scented fragrance, and fondled her firm backside. 

“T have a few minutes, maybe half an hour,” he sa 
hoarsely. “There is a climber’s shack at the trail— 
could go there—” 

She pushed him rudely away, and her normall 
tranquil face was distorted with anger. “A few min- 
utes? Maybe half an hour? Is that all you can spare fo 
me?” 

“No, of course not,” he answered quickly. “We'll 
see each other all week. I meant right now, while we’re 
alone—” 

She moved away from him and crossed her a 
“That's how I feel—alone. I spend months in the 
wilderness, snowed in all winter, and the first time I 
see you, you want to rush everything! We need to take 
our time, get to know each other again. And I want to 
see you more often than twice a year.” 

“But I must live here at the temple,” said Kaze, “and 
only shamans and monks may live here.” 

“You are the High Shaman,” replied Kim, “you 
could change those rules.” 

“That is unheard of.” Stubbornly Kaze crossed hi 
arms. 

“Marry me,” said Kim, gazing at him with he 
intense brown eyes. 

The shaman looked past her toward the deep chasm, 
but he didn’t see the majestic mountains or the 
shimmering clouds—he saw only Blizzard, dependent 
upon him to be his voice to his people. No distractio 
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had been Kaze’s credo in his rapid rise through the 

_ shamanistic ranks to become the youngest high sha- 
man ever. Kaze knew that shamans for other gods 
lived in regal splendor, while he lived as a simple 
monk, owning little more than the sword at his side. 
But that was tradition. Why didn’t Kim understand 
that he wasn’t proper marriage material? 

“We have discussed this before,” Kaze said calmly. 
“The High Shaman of the Burizado Temple cannot be 
married.” 

“Says who? Did Blizzard forbid it?” 

“No,” answered Kaze hesitantly, “but the shaman 
has never been married, even the female ones. We are 
joined with Blizzard.” 

“Then why don’t you see if Blizzard wants to go 
down to the climber’s shack with you?” Kim stalked 
off toward the temple and the festivities. 

“Wait!” said Kaze, running to catch up with her. He 
turned her around, put his fingers to her pouting lips, 
and said, “He’ll hear you.” 

Kim rolled her eyes. “I don’t care if he does hear 
me. I know you exchange thoughts, and you see 
Blizzard more than anybody—why don’t you ask him 
if you can marry? Is that too much for me to beg of 
you?” 

Kaze shrugged. “It seems so trivial.” 

She exploded—“Trivial!” and promptly turned and 
marched away again. Kaze caught up with her, but this 
time she refused to stop her determined stride. 

“Please!” he begged, running alongside her in the 
snow, “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that as it sounded. 
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Don’t run away without giving me a chance 
explain.” 

“There’s nothing to explain,” said Kim, not slowii 
down. “You refuse to marry me; it’s as simple as 
I love Blizzard, and I’m not going to take ano 
god—but I certainly can take another man!” 

Just as Kaze started to argue, he stubbed his toe 
a rock, spun around, and slipped in the melting sni 
He landed on his rear end, which turned uncomf 
ably damp. From this ignoble position, the sha 
watched his beloved stride away from him, not cari 
if he lived or died. 

He had that coming, Kaze supposed, as he 
sounding rather pompous these days, even to himse' 
He hadn’t meant to say that their love was trivial, onl} 
that bothering Blizzard with it was trivial. She w: 
right. He was a grown man—high shaman no less 
and he could make this decision for himself. 

In truth, Blizzard probably wouldn’t care one whit i 
he took a wife, as long as he fulfilled his duties. 
realized with a start that he was probably mi 
concerned with his own ego than Blizzard’s opini 
because he didn’t want to be compared unfavorab! 
with his predecessors. True, no high shaman of 
Burizado Temple had ever married, but most of th 
had lived through very difficult times, when there w 
attacks every day from other gods and their followers. 
They couldn’t even think about raising a family —the: 
were lucky just to be alive the next day. In cont 
Kaze was living in a relatively peaceful time, so 
had a better chance of success at combining marri: 


———— 
a 
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and shamanism. Instead of pushing Kim out of his life, 
he should consider himself damned lucky to have a 
woman like her. 

The swordsman rose to his feet and swept the snow 
off his rear end. Despite his sore tailbone, he whistled 
merrily as he strolled back to the tents in the courtyard. 
When some of the children cautiously approached 
him, he didn’t brush them off as usual. Instead Kaze 
stopped to talk to the young people and answer their 
questions, while the younger monks stood around, 
looking pleased and puzzled at this unexpected devel- 
opment. 

“Is Blizzard really as big as a mountain?” asked one 
girl. 

“Yes,” answered Kaze, “but a small mountain.” 

“J thought you couldn’t see him,” said another boy, 
“that he was invisible.” 

Kaze smiled. “I can assure you, if he were here, 
you'd see him.” 

The shaman looked up to see Kim standing in the 
doorway of a tent, watching him intently. When she 
saw him looking at her, she ducked inside. 

“Excuse me,” said Kaze, rising to his feet and 
towering over the children. “The monks can help 
you—I need to see somebody.” 

He had taken two steps, when the ground suddenly 
lurched beneath him, causing him to stumble. Children 
began to scream and hug one another, but the tremor 
was over in seconds. On many parts of Urth, such a 
thing would be a normal occurrence, but Kaze couldn’t 
remember ever feeling an earthquake, even a minor 
one, this high in the mountains. 
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When the shaking stopped, the worst of the scream- 
ing and panic also stopped, but the followers 
Blizzard were far from calm. Kaze saw Kim standing 
outside the tent with the other teachers, and they 
immediately rushed to each other. 

“What was that?” she asked. 

“I don’t know, but I think it’s over.” However, when 
Kaze looked up to the sky, he saw thick, black smoke 
creeping across the mountaintops. The smoke was 
coming from the east, and he knew it wasn’t over. 
Whatever it was, it was just beginning. 

Within a few seconds, everyone had seen the black 
cloud, which swept across the sky with no end in sight. 
It turned the bright morning into a dismal imitation of 
night. There were wails of consternation, and the — 
children huddled together in fright. 

“This is like the stories of when the great meteor 
hit!” gasped a teacher. 

“Get everyone into the temple!” shouted Kaze, 
striding through the crowd and herding the children in 
that direction. Kim and the other teachers and monks 
joined him, and they soon had an orderly stampede 
headed for the big white building. 

Kaze looked worriedly at the sky, which was 
choked with black soot. It was beginning to make his 
eyes water. “When you get them inside,” he ordered 
his monks, “shut the doors, and don’t light more lamps 
than you need to!” 

They bowed and hurried off to do his bidding. He 
turned urgently to Kim, but she was already smiling at 
him. “I'll take over here—you do what you have to 
do.” 
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Kaze nodded, bowed to her, then thought twice 
about it and scooped her up in his arms and kissed her. 
Reluctantly, he pulled himself away from his love and 
hurried off, grabbing an unlit torch from one of the 
path markers, thinking that he would need it if it got 
much darker. The shaman didn’t run far, just far 
enough to get away from the worst of the commotion, 
then he sat down on a boulder and tried to meditate. 
Although his telepathic channel to Blizzard was clear, 
it often took him an hour or more of hard concentra- 
tion to awaken the god. However, when Blizzard 
wanted to contact him, it was instantaneous, and Kaze 
had often been jarred out of his sleep, or in the middle 
of lovemaking or eating dinner, by a terse commu- 
niqué from Blizzard. 

He couldn’t imagine that the black cloud despoiling 
the mountains had gone unnoticed by the god, and he 
wasn’t disappointed. The giant yeti answered him 
immediately: 

“Wait there. I am coming.” 


With her long tail lashing back and forth, Vertigo 
paced in front of the stone statues of the Tomb, her 
monument to death, destruction, and sorcery. Many of 
the statues had once been living creatures, and had 
been frozen into stone by her petrifying magic. Most 
of those whom she petrified she smashed into bits, but 
there were a few she kept as mementos, if their 
expressions and poses were particularly hideous. With 
her sinewy neck, the dino-god kept craning her head to 
glance at the sky, which was unusually dark and 
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foreboding. The sky was blood red instead of its usual 
sun-speckled scarlet in this part of Urth. 

Malyssa Wisteria stood motionless and respectful, 
as befitted the Chief Sorceress of the Esperian tribe. 
From the cobra-shaped tiara that tamed her black hair 
to the cobra-headed staff in her hand, Malyssa was the 
picture of cool, beautiful malevolence. She was nearly 
naked except for golden strips across her magnificent 
breasts and a golden loincloth barely covering her 
loins. Despite her sultry beauty, Malyssa was centuries 
old—she remained young by drinking the blood of 
young male virgins, as she deflowered them. 

Not very much disturbed Malyssa, but her eyes also 
darted to the blackening sky. She was going to wait for 
Vertigo’s opinion before she ventured one of her own. 
Only with such restraint did one live long enough to 
become Vertigo’s chief sorceress. 

The god whirled upon her and hissed. “I don’t like 
this!” 

Malyssa heard the words telepathically, and she 
responded in kind. “My directional sense tells me that 
something is happening with the great meteor in the 
shrine.” 

“Of course it is!” Vertigo commenced pacing, and 
she snapped her tail at one of the statues, cutting its 
head off. “But what could happen with the meteor? It’s 
the only thing on Urth that all of the gods agree was a 
good thing, because it freed us from our prisons. Do 
you know what I dread most?” 

“No,” answered Malyssa, leaning forward. This was 
the first time Vertigo had ever mentioned dreading 
anything. “What do you dread?” 
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“Balsafas!” she hissed. “I dread that the evil arch- 
mage will return—to invoke again the Bonds of 
Forbidding.” 

“That was a long time ago,” said Malyssa. “Why 
would he wait so long after the Bonds were broken to 
come back and threaten us? I think we should go see 
what it is.” 

The giant dinosaur whirled around and cocked her 
viper-shaped head. “But it could be a trap. Perhaps 
Diablo or Chaos is trying to lure the others into 
coming to the shrine. But why? No, no—let those 
fools like Armadon and Blizzard fall into their trap! T 
will stay far away.” 

Malyssa nodded. Now she understood why she had 
been summoned. “Do you want me to go in your place, 
Your Highness?” 

“Precisely. We can pool our energies and teleport 
you most of the way to the shrine. You can summon 
me instantly, if necessary. But if Balsafas has returned, 
then you must warn me. I will shield myself in 
sorcery.” 

Carefully, Malyssa interjected, “All of the stories 
say that Balsafas was human. No human, even a 
sorcerer, can live tens of millions of years.” 

“Don’t argue with me!” The mighty god reared up 
on her hind legs, to a full height of twenty feet, with 
her lashing tail another twenty. “I can find other 
sorceresses who will go for me, or I can hypnotize you 
into going.” 

Malyssa bowed low. “That will not be necessary, 
my Queen. You know that I live to serve you. It was 
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my idea to investigate this phenomenon, and it is 
logical that I go. I only wished to reassure my liege 
that Balsafas could not be a threat after so many eons.” 

“Then what is it?” demanded Vertigo. “Find out for 
me. Are you ready to teleport?” 

“Ready,” 

The human sorceress closed her eyes, and her 
cobra-headed staff began to glow. She visualized the 
immense crater in the forest where the giant meteor 
had lain undisturbed for a thousand years. Around it 
had been built a shrine of white birch; it was the most 
holy shrine on Urth, a monument to the meteor that — 
had freed the gods. The land around the crater had 
been leveled for hundreds of miles, but the area was — 
now dotted with burial mounds. Many superstitious — 
mortals believed in the meteor’s supposed power to 
preserve the dead. 

“Don’t transport directly on top of it,” cautioned 
Vertigo in her mind. Was it Vertigo? wondered the 
woman, or was it her own thoughts? Sometimes it was 
hard to tell the two apart, as they were both so 
like-minded. Whoever’s idea it was, Malyssa now 
envisioned a burial mound to the north of the shrine, 
from where she could observe the meteor, and quite 
possibly the arrival of other gods. Yes, that would be 
her destination. 

By herself, Malyssa didn’t have the power to 
transport all the way to another continent, so she 
opened her eyes and nodded to Vertigo. The dinosaur 
god tensed like a cobra, then leapt into the air, 
whipping her tail around. Its daggerlike tip came 
hurtling toward Malyssa’s face, and she didn’t flinch 
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when the tail stopped only a centimeter from her eyes 
and sent a bolt of blue lightning into her forehead. 

Malyssa shook uncontrollably for a moment, then 
the sorceress gave a deep, hearty laugh as the new- 
found power coursed through her body. It felt won- 
derful! 

“Don’t enjoy it too much,” warned a voice in her 
mind that was clearly Vertigo’s. A moment later, 
Malyssa disappeared in a blinding flash. 


The waves of the ocean crashed beneath Kaze, and he 
gripped tightly two handfuls of blue fur as the giant 
ape swayed beneath him. The yeti god had made this 
passage across the sea many times before, Kaze told 
himself, and he knew which reefs and ridges were safe 
to walk upon. Still, the human didn’t think he would 
ever get used to riding Blizzard across the ocean, even 
if he had done it a few times in the past. 

Kaze knew that it was a bad idea to keep staring 
down at the water—he would get seasick—so he 
turned his attention to the murky sky. Smelling like 
sulphur, the foul smoke had spread across the planet, 
but there was a thick smear of black in the center of the 
sky that was easy to follow. Even to the naked eye, it 
was clear that the pollution was spewing upward from 
the east, in the direction of the sacred meteor. 

Blizzard stumbled slightly beneath him, and a wave 
crashed over Kaze, who gasped and clung tighter to 
the ape’s fur. As the waves lapped over Blizzard's 
shoulder, Kaze scurried up the side of his neck and 
hung on to the coarse fur under his left ear. If Blizzard 
noticed this shifting of seats on his back, he didn’t say 
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anything. The blue ape continued to stride the oce: 

bottom, oblivious to everything except reaching th 
source of the ghastly pollution which was blackening 
the sky. 


FOUR 


A New Reign 


MALYSSA LAY ON HER STOMACH, PEERING OVER THE TALL 
grasses atop the burial mound. She could see the 
meteor down in the hollow of the crater, surrounded by 
the simple shrine; black smoke was spewing from a 
crack in the top of the pitted, gray boulder. This was 
some kind of sorcery, that was clear, because rocks did 
not spew smoke like that, not for hours on end. The 
sky was dark, as if it were night, and there was an eerie 
quiet in the hallowed forest. Several birds lay dead in 
the grass around her. 

The meteor had been much larger when it struck 
Urth—the size of the crater attested to that—but now 
it was roughly the size of a two-story house. The gray 
boulder was a constant in all of their lives, the only 
object on Urth revered by every god and every human. 
Who could be profaning it now? Only Vertigo was a 
powerful enough sorceress to work such an illusion, 
and she was as ignorant as anyone. Perhaps it was the 
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doing of Balsafas and the mages from that othe 
dimension. Then again, it was the meteor that 
broken the Bonds of Forbidding, and it wasn’t li! 
that the mages would send a magical boulder thé 
broke their own spell and freed the dino-gods. ; 

Malyssa heard footsteps rustling behind her, and sh 
lifted her cobra-headed staff, ready to invoke a serpen 
flambé upon her attacker. But the footsteps stoppe 
and she could feel eyes upon her nearly naked li 
She whirled around to see a muscular man with 
skin; he was wearing a red veil over his face ani 
carried a huge battle-ax. He nodded to her in a sign 0 
respect, then dropped to his knees and peered over th 
burial mound at the same bizarre sight she wa 
watching. 

“Hello, Sinjin,” she said with disdain. “Where 
your pet lizard?” é 

“Diablo is too busy to concern himself with suc 
trivial matters,” answered the shaman and gene 
Sinjin Van Acheron. 

“Right,” sneered Malyssa. “Or too afraid.” 

“I don’t see your vile mistress around here eit 
said Sinjin. “What is happening?” 

“Only what you see.” 

Malyssa knew Sinjin well, as their masters ofte 
allied themselves in order to fight the more vi 
gods and their followers. She wouldn’t trust him any 
farther than she could throw that smoking boulder, bui 
she could appreciate that he was something of a soul 
mate. He was also the best general on Urth, and 
could inspire his bloodthirsty troops to fight to the la 
man and woman. He was one of the few humans: 
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the planet that Malyssa considered her equal. Un- 
doubtedly, Sinjin had a small army hidden in the 
forest, ready to attack if there appeared to be some 
advantage in doing so. 

“Is this the doing of Chaos?” he asked. 

Malyssa shrugged her beautiful shoulders. That was 
a good guess, as no one knew what Chaos would do, 
or even what he was capable of doing. Chaos had once 
been a brilliant human scientist—a witch doctor, said 
some—and he had wanted to turn himself into a 
duplicate of Blizzard. But his genetic experiments had 
backfired, and he had become an insane monster who 
wallowed in filth and wretchedness. Nevertheless, he 
had captured his own territory, the Ruins, and had 
amassed a number of deranged followers. He re- 
mained the only human who had ever elevated himself 
to the rank of the gods, even if he had lost his sanity 
in doing so. 

“If it’s not Chaos, and it’s not one of our masters,” 
said Sinjin, “then who could it be? The other gods 
don’t have enough imagination for this.” 

“That is certain,” agreed Malyssa. She felt the 
ground trembling beneath her. “Ssshh! The gods are 
coming.” 

The first to arrive was Talon, who was drawn upon 
a huge cart pulled by fifty human slaves. The raptor 
god kept his human followers like cattle, guarded by 
microraptors, which was one of his more endearing | 
qualities, thought Malyssa. But his utter contempt for 
humans didn’t hide the fact that Talon was basically a 
decent sort of god, who eschewed sorcery and only 
wanted what was best for Urth. When his cart reached 
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a point about a hundred feet away from the smoki 
meteor, Talon growled a command, and his muse 
troop of slaves stopped. He stepped out of the cart 
prowled the outskirts of the shrine, snapping 
razor-sharp teeth at the bizarre apparition. 

A few minutes later, the great Sauron app 
from the other direction, followed by half a do: 
human followers, including his mighty warrior 
eral, Arik Makai, who was about to be crowned Ki 
of Rosaunia. He appeared to be in a very bad mood, 

Malyssa tried not to lick her lips at the sight of 
brawny human. If only he were a virgin, she thou; 
wistfully, but she doubted it. Sauron had fewer fol- 
lowers than any of the other gods, because he 
eating all of them. To remain in Sauron’s service, 1 
had to be indispensable, as Arik was. He stood waril 
with his hand on his sword, while Sauron stomped 
around, growling at both the meteor and Talon. 

Then the ground really shook as Armadon plodded 
into view. The hulking, armored dinosaur was accom- 
panied only by his champion, Tor Malachite, who 
wielded a mace that few other men could even lift. 
Both Armadon and Tor were obsessed with preserving 
nature and the sanctity of the planet, which made them 
rather boring in Malyssa’s eyes. It was said that 
Armadon was linked telepathically with the Urth 
itself, which he called Gaia. It was a quaint notion, but 
Armadon was the toughest fighter in the bunch. 
Vertigo always had trouble with him, because sorcery 
seemed to be less effective against the armored dino- 
saur. Both Armadon and Tor looked troubled as they 
watched the meteor spit black smoke into the air. 
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Malyssa heard a ruckus behind her, and she and 
Sinjin whirled around to see Chaos swinging through 
the trees, puking, farting, and making obscene ges- 
tures. They covered their heads as the orange ape flew 
over them, because there was no telling what disgust- 
ing substances he'd send their way. Chaos landed on 
the periphery and hopped around, howling and snort- 
ing in rage. It looked as if he were just as confused as 
everyone else over the change in the meteor. So there 
went their only theory. 

In the distance, Malyssa could see a giant sabertooth 
charging across the plain, with a man riding on his 
back. That was Slashfang, the most reclusive of all the 
gods. In fact, he was so reclusive that he had kept his 
presence hidden for hundreds of years after the cata- 
clysm, only making himself known when the other 
dino-gods had assaulted his savannas. She had never 
even seen the man riding the sabertooth’s back, but he 
looked as lithe and wiry as a cat. The two of them 
stopped a considerable distance from the others, and 
Slashfang dropped into the tall grasses and became 
almost invisible. 

The last to arrive, having come the greatest distance, 
was the blue ape, Blizzard. He had his virtuous 
shaman, Kaze, riding on his shoulder. Since Blizzard 
was the most noble and altruistic of the gods, Malyssa 
positively loathed him, as did her mistress, Vertigo. If 
there was any god that Malyssa wanted to see dead, it 
was Blizzard. She wondered whether his handsome — 
shaman was a virgin—it was possible, considering 
what a pious life he probably led. Blizzard roared at 
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the other gods, as if accusing them of sabotaging the 
sacred meteor, and they all roared back. 

For a moment, it looked as if there would be a royal 
donnybrook, with the assembled gods eagerly bashing 
one another. That might be entertaining, and Malyssa’s 
spirits lifted a bit. But the ground suddenly shuddered 


wider. The foul smoke was joined by gleaming red 
sparks, which arrested the attention of everyone, god 
and human. 

Sinjin rose to his feet and whispered, “I have to get 
back to my men.” 

“How many have you got hidden back there?” she 
asked. 

“Not many. Only five hundred.” He gave her a_ 
lascivious smile. “None of them are virgins, but most 
are skilled torturers.” 

“T have my own virgins,” she said and sniffed, “and 
torturers. I just want an explanation for this biza 
smoke, then I'll be going home to my harem.” 

Perhaps something heard her plea, because in the 
next instant, the ground shuddered and roiled. Sinjin 
was pitched off his feet and nearly landed on top of 
her. Jagged cracks ran down both sides of the meteor, 
and it began to look like something other than a 
meteor—an egg. The smoke stopped spewing into the 
air, and the big hatchling inside the rocky shell started 
to pound its way out. Chaos and Sauron roared in 
indignation at this event, while the other gods circled 
warily, snapping their giant jaws. They were probably 
hoping they could eat whatever was inside. 

The meteor and the shrine shattered into pieces, and 
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an incredibly ugly creature rose from the rubble to 
stretch its scrawny wings. It looked like a diabolical 
T-rex, except that it had massive horns, a clawed tail, 
daggerlike talons, and those strange wings. Its arms 
were long and muscular, not the tiny appendages of a 
typical T-rex. Stranger than all of this was the fact that 
the beast had no skin—it was all skeleton and muscle, 
holding back repulsive green organs. It reared back on 
its massive legs, standing taller than any beast on Urth, 
and roared so loudly that the trees shook. 

The roar dissolved into an evil, cackling laugh. 
“Hello, fellow Urthians,” said the creature in both 
mind language and the human tongue. “Thank you for 
attending my coming-out party. | am Necrosan, your 
new master!” 

This declaration was not met favorably, and every 
dino-god roared and started toward Necrosan. Malyssa 
wished that the gods wouldn’t be so impetuous—she 
was intrigued, and she wanted to know more about this 
Necrosan. Where did he come from? What did he 
want? Unfortunatately, he probably wouldn't live long 
enough to tell them. 

In the lead was Sauron, and Necrosan whirled his 
bony tail around and whapped the T-rex in the head, 
knocking him to the ground. There came a startled 
“Ooooh!” from the humans, who were gathered around 
the shrine. 

“Go ahead, attack me all at once!” said Necrosan 
with a laugh. “Even though you never do that to each 
other. I have watched you for a thousand years—you 
have rules of combat. One at a time, isn’t that how you 
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do it? Are you so afraid that you must attack me ef 
masse, like these pitiful humans do?” 

That was met by ferocious growls of protest 
Sauron, Armadon, and Slashfang each tried to clait 
the honor of combat. 

Chaos didn’t wait. He coughed up a wad of 
that landed on the back of Necrosan’s head. 
brought wheezing laughter from the other dino-gods 
while Chaos chattered like a chimp and hopped aroun 
gleefully. Vertigo wouldn’t want to miss this entertai 
ing spectacle, thought Malyssa. She closed her eye 
and concentrated, sending a mental summons to he 
sinewy god. 

Necrosan wiped the puke off his head. “Ah, none o 
you disappoint me. One would think that you wer 
merely children, while I am the adult, here to put yo 
in your place.” 

“T am the smallest,” said Talon. “Let me kill thi 
upstart.” . 

That seemed a fitting match, thought Malyssa, a 
the gods apparently agreed as they backed away fron 
the skeletal monster. Talon moved languorously te 
ward him, hiding his incredible speed until the las 
possible second. Then he bounded into the air, did 
flip, and landed on Necrosan’s head with slashing 
His talons moved so swiftly that they could barely b 
seen by human eyes. Malyssa stared, expecting to see 
blood gush from the horrible slash wounds. 4 

Instead his talons fell upon hard bone. Necros 
lifted his wings almost casually and speared Talon 
both sides of his torso with the daggerlike bones on hi: 
wings. Talon gasped, and Necrosan hurled him aside 
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He landed in a heap among his followers, who wailed 
and moaned. Necrosan wasn’t through with him, or his 
followers, as he strode over and stood on top of the 
fallen raptor, hungrily gobbling up the stunned hu- 
mans. 

This was to be expected, thought Malyssa, and 
made Necrosan no worse than any of the other gods. 
But what happened next was unexpected. His grue- 
some innards churned with writhing humans, and they 
began to slide out from between his ribs to emerge 
whole once more. But they were radically changed— 
instead of being human, they were hollow-eyed zom- 
bies, dead but still animated. The horror of it chilled 
even Malyssa’s calloused heart. The undead formed 
ranks around Necrosan and stared vacantly at the other 
gods, prepared to protect their new master. 

“Uh-oh,” said Sinjin beside her. He lifted his 
battle-ax into the air and cut loose with a shrill cry, At 
once, the forest erupted with five hundred wild-eyed, 
red-streaked soldiers of Diablo, and they rushed the 
undead zombies. Although Sinjin’s men outnumbered 
the zombies, the battle was even, because Necrosan’s 
army could not be killed. If they were hacked to bits, 
they reformed into new soldiers, and Necrosan gobbled 
up Diablo’s followers as quickly as he had Talon’s. 
Other, weaker humans he turned undead merely by 
gazing at them with his hypnotic eyes. 

Malyssa saw a shadow fall over her, and she looked 
up to see Vertigo, craning her snakelike neck in order 
to watch the proceedings. “I don’t like this,” hissed the 
god. 

Armadon didn’t like it either, as he galloped toward 
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Necrosan at full speed, leaped into the air, and cam 
crashing down, the deadly spikes across his back 
brutally goring the monster. Even Necrosan was fla 
tened by the iron maiden move, and the other god 
roared their approval. The zombies swarmed all ove 
Armadon, but their spears and knives had no effect or 
the dinosaur’s thick hide. He brushed them off with h 
tail as he ground his spikes even deeper into Necros 
“Oh,” said Vertigo with disappointment, “he’s fin 
ished even before I had a chance to petrify him.” 
But like the other gods, Vertigo had underesti 
the newcomer. Necrosan easily rose up and 
Armadon off like a bad suit of armor. Out of nowhe 
came Diablo, enraged by the defeat of his army, and h 
caught Necrosan by the throat and shook him merci- 
lessly. Blood flowed from his skeletal neck, and 
appeared that Diablo would finish the job. But blind- 
ing rays of light shot from Necrosan’s eyes a 
stunned the big T-rex. The monster gripped Dial 
and, using his massive forearms, hurled him over hi 
head, sending the startled T-rex crashing into the 
“Forget the rules!” roared Sauron. “Kill him!” 
Sauron, Blizzard, Chaos, and Slashfang cha 
Necrosan. His undead followers rushed to protect him, 
and the battle turned into a melee. Vertigo bounded 
down off the burial mound and began to petrify 
many of the zombies as she could, then she smas 
them into bits with her tail. 4 
Working together, the gods drove Necrosan and his 
undead followers back, across the great crater and into 
the forest. Malyssa had to run to watch the action, and 
she found herself standing atop a burial mound with 
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Kaze, Blizzard’s high shaman. He had a distraught 
look on his face, which she found amusing. 

“Never a dull moment,” she said with a smile. 

Kaze looked suspiciously at her. “If I didn’t know 
better, I'd say this was Vertigo’s doing.” 

“But you see my mistress fighting along with the 
rest,” replied Malyssa, trying to sound hurt. “I must 
admit, this Necrosan is a fascinating creature. He 
might change the balance of power around here.” 

“For the worst,” said Kaze. “If he can gather armies 
merely by eating them—” 

“Yes, we’re in big trouble,” she agreed. “Look out!” 

Kaze whirled around just as two red-streaked zom- 
bies came shuffling up the burial mound toward them. 
They had been followers of Diablo only minutes 
earlier, but the mad blood lust in their eyes had been 
replaced by a black emptiness. One of them had an 
arm dangling from his shoulder by a strip of bloody 
flesh, but he was beyond caring, or thinking. The other 
zombie was grinding his sharpened teeth, as if remem- 
bering the days when he had feasted on the flesh of his 
enemies. 

Without time to draw his sword, the muscular 
warrior lashed out with a kick that caught the first 
zombie squarely in the chest. He toppled down the hill 
as the other one swung a scimitar at Kaze, who 
whirled to meet the new attack. He grabbed the 
zombie’s wrist in midair, bent it back, and snapped it 
in two. The scimitar clattered uselessly to the ground. 
Even with no weapon and a useless arm, the zombie 
kept coming, and finally Kaze drew his sword and 
chopped off his head. Still the headless body kept 
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coming, and Malyssa lifted her staff and turned th 
zombie into a human torch. At last, the human infer 

crumpled to the ground, a stench rising from hi 
burning flesh. ; 

Seeing these undead creatures up close was 
sobering experience, and Malyssa felt the unusua 
sensation of fear. It was not altogether unpleas 
Kaze turned toward her with an earnest look on h 
face. “Thank you,” he said, panting. 

“Perhaps,” she said, touching his bare arm, 
could get together and discuss strategy.” 

But Kaze stared past her. “Look!” 

She whirled around to see Necrosan soar from 
treetops into the air, flapping his skeletal wings. As h 
rose lazily into the sky, he looked like some kind ¢ 
nightmarish dragon. i 

Gazing at his tormentors, Necrosan sneered with 
pitiable expression. “Ah, you needed to break you 
own rules to defeat me. That proves how corrupt 
are. Yes, it is definitely time for new leadership on thi 
planet. When you next see me, my armies will be vast, 
and I won’t have to bloody my talons by fighting yo 
Until then, enjoy the last few days of your reign o7 
Urth.” ‘ 

The monster flapped his wings and rose higher in 
the air. “I’m off to see the sights now. I hear you ha 
some beautiful homes, though they won’t be beautiful 
much longer.” With a loud cackle, Necrosan vanishe 
among the black clouds he had created. A 

Malyssa and Kaze turned to stare at one another 
“The Cliff!” gasped Kaze. i 
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“The Tomb!” said Malyssa. Suddenly, this had 
stopped being amusing. 

She watched as Blizzard, looking beaten and bloody, 
staggered back toward his shaman and scooped him 
up. 


Blizzard waded across the ocean as quickly as he 
could, but Kaze feared that they would be too late. He 
gripped handfuls of blue fur and held tightly as 
Blizzard climbed the peaks on his way to the upper 
reaches of the Himalayas. Along the way, they passed 
smoking, burned-out villages and slaughtered live- 
stock, but there was no sign of people anywhere. The 
pristine snow on the mountaintops was black from the 
soot of Necrosan’s egg. 

Kaze tried to steel himself, but no amount of 
training or mind control could have prepared him for 
what he saw when they finally reached the Cliff. The 
Burizado Temple was in ruins, totally leveled, and the 
tents were slashed to pieces. Of the hundreds of 
children, teachers, and monks, there was no sign, 
except for bloody footprints in the snow and bits of 
clothing. Of his beloved, Kim, there was no sign. 
Necrosan had been here first. 

Despite his years of training, Kaze collapsed into 
the snow and wept. He had seen with his own eyes 
what became of those eaten by Necrosan—they passed 
through his rotting innards and cold bones to become 
the undead, mindless zombies devoted only to doing 
his bidding. Necrosan had warned them that he was 
assembling a vast army of undead, and that horrid 
work had begun. 
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Even Blizzard looked distraught as he sat in 
bloody snow and stared at the ruins of all he had bui 
Even after repeated attacks by Diablo and Verti 
there had not been this much destruction. The di 
gods had been evenly matched with one another, mi 
as the good and evil in humans was, but now there w 
a shift in the power. A new and horrible force had 
loosed upon the land,.and no one was safe. 

Blizzard raised his massive head into the gray 
and roared with sorrow. 


FIVE 


Counterattack 


A FIFTEEN-YEAR-OLD NAMED KEENA AMALI CROUCHED IN 
the foul-smelling muck at the bottom of what was 
supposed to be a dry well. Her feet kept sinking into 
the grimy muck, and she scrambled for a foothold on 
a small ledge. Keena’s sandy-colored hair was covered 
with slime—or her own blood—in the darkness, she 
couldn’t tell. 

Gripped in her hand was a bloodied dagger, and she 
slowly put it back into the sheath strapped to her bare 
thigh. Keena had fought bravely against Necrosan and 
his invading hordes of undead, but in the end, the 
battle had been hopeless. Even the microraptors had 
fled in terror or been devoured. 

Rather than be eaten by the horrid creature and 
turned into one of those soulless beings herself, Keena 
had dived into the well. Her slight frame and gymnas- 
tic ability had allowed her to grab the rope and swing, 
safely to the bottom, and there she remained. Never- 
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theless, she felt like a coward for retreating, and sh 
had to wipe salty tears off her face. 

Keena had no idea how much time had passed, b 
she finally heard the last screams of her brethren an 
the last roars of the microraptors as they fell to tl 
monster. Her mother, father, sisters, and brothers 
had to be dead, or worse. There had been no warnii 
about the attack, and her god, Talon, was strangel} 
missing from the battle. In truth, she didn’t know w 
Talon could have done to turn the tide against Necro 
san, and hers was only one of many villages overru 
that day. Perhaps Talon had been fighting at one of th 
other villages. Perhaps her god was dead, like ev 
one else on the Strip. 

These disturbing thoughts were answered very 
strangely—in her mind. A voice purred to her, “It is 
safe. You may come out of hiding.” 

She looked up and saw no one in the narrow circle 
of light at the top of the well. Who was speaking to he 
in this fashion? It had to be her own thoughts, s 
finally decided, as she had never been a shamai 
connected by mindlink to Talon. With a fearful gulp o 
the stench-ridden air, she grabbed the rope and bega 
to climb out. ; 

Fortunately, because climbing ropes had alwa 
been one of Keena’s talents, the teenager soon reached 
the top of the well. Before she emerged, she drew he 
dagger once more and studied the blood-coated weapon 
She would use it on herself before submitting to th 
will of Necrosan. She grabbed the rope and bounded 
out of the well in a defensive crouch, ready to fight. 
But there was no one in the devastated village, excep 
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for a hulking, scaly figure slumped against a charred 
building. 

It was Talon! Only this was a Talon she had never 
seen before—a defeated, bloody creature with hor- 
rible wounds all over his sleek, striped body. Even 
after battling Vertigo, Sauron, and the other gods, 
Talon had never looked so battered. With immense 
effort, the giant raptor rose to his feet and stared at 
Keena with a grim expression. 

“We are defeated,” said the voice in Keena’s mind, 
and she knew it was the god speaking. “My shamans 
are dead, my microraptors are dead, my followers 
stolen, my cities and temples destroyed. Perhaps a few 
others are alive, hiding in the forests, but the majority 
of them now fight for Necrosan. You are all that is left 
of this village.” 

Keena had never had personal contact with her god 
before, and she approached the dinosaur cautiously. It 
frightened her to think that the armies of Talon had 
been reduced to her, a teenager barely of fighting age, 
but she was willing do to her duty. She was suddenly 
ashamed for hiding in the face of defeat. 

She bowed in front of her god and wept. “I am sorry, 
great Talon, I have failed you!” 

“Nonsense,” replied the god. “You fought bravely, I 
can see that by your bloody dagger and the purity in 
your heart. I would be dead myself had the battle not 
ended. I fought hard, too. In fact, I was the first to 
attack Necrosan, but it made no difference. You have 
survived, which is all that could be expected of you. 
All of the gods have failed. Only Necrosan is happy on 
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this day, the blackest day in the history of Urth. 
and look me in the eyes.” 

Blinking back the tears, Keena rose to her feet 
confronted her god. “I live to serve you.” 

The raptor nodded. “You are now my shaman.” 
“I?” gasped Keena, shaking her head. “I am unw 
thy.” F 
“I am unworthy to be a god,” sneered Talon. 

craned his neck and licked at his wounds with a lo 
gleaming tongue. Keena stood at attention, wonderi: 
how on Urth she was going to be of any service to thi 
fallen god, on a day when the great heroes of their cl; 
had all been defeated. Worse than defeat, they hac 
been turned into mindless zombies in the service 
pure evil. 

When Talon finished attending to his wounds, 
looked back at the slip of a girl and said, “I ha’ 
something for you.” 

“Yes, my liege,” said Keena with a bow. S| 


With a bloody claw, Talon held out out a pair 
leather gauntlets with three long, silver talons embed- 
ded in each. He tossed them at Keena’s feet. 

Talon’s Gauntlets, thought the girl in shock. They 
were not only the most feared weapon on the Strip, 
they were the symbol of power for Talon’s chief 
shaman. With trembling hands, she picked up the 
bloodstained weapons. 

“I liberated those from my chief shaman,” said 
Talon sadly, “before I chopped him to bits. 1 couldn’t 
allow him to serve Necrosan. I will chop you to bits, 
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too, rather than let the gauntlets fall into Necrosan’s 
claws.” 

“T understand,” answered Keena. “I would welcome 
dying in your talons.” 

“Put them on.” 

Keena sheathed her knife and pulled the gauntlets 
over her hands and forearms. At first she feared that 
they would not fit, but the blood had shrunk them. 
They fit as if they were made for her, and she snapped 
the metal talons with a satisfying scraping sound. 
Suddenly, she. felt brave and wise far beyond her 
young years. 

“What is our plan of action?” asked Keena with 
determination. 

Talon nodded, and a slight smiled creased the 
corners of his gaping mouth. “I knew I had chosen 
well. The gods have communicated with one another 
telepathically. We have decided to mount a campaign 
of guerrilla warfare rather than a frontal attack. Even 
Necrosan cannot be everywhere at once, and his troops 
are mindless zombies who cannot act on their own.” 

The raptor whipped his talons through the air with a 
whistling sound. “Slash and run! Gouge and rip! Then 
pull back before we suffer casualties. This is the way 
in which we will bedevil Necrosan. You have strong 
telepathic abilities, although you have never used 
them. You must assemble what survivors you can | 
find—it matters not what god they serve as long as 
they are living and still have their wits. Take them to 
the top of Hellstorm Canyon and await orders.” 

“What if they refuse to obey me?” asked Keena. 

Talon’s yellow eyes narrowed. “Then kill them. You 
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now wear the Talon Gauntlets—that is all the author- 
ity you will need. Do not fail me, little one, or you will 
fail the entire planet.” 

Keena dropped to her knees. “I live, and I die, to 
serve you, Mighty Talon.” 


One day later, Keena stood on a cliffside with her band — 
of forty-seven men and women. Most of them were 
cowards who had fled into the woods at the first sign 
of Necrosan and his undead army, but she had con- — 
vinced them that fighting was their only option. She 
had also assured them that since they couldn’t afford to 
lose a single soldier, they were not expected to die. 
They were only expected to fight bravely and obey 
orders, or she would personally disembowel them. 
This no one doubted as she glared at them and snapped 
her silver talons. 

Below them in the canyon was a huge encampment 
of Necrosan’s army, numbering in the thousands. 
Campfires glowed only for the purpose of forging 
weapons; the zombies felt neither cold nor heat. 
Forty-seven against thousands did not sound like very 
good odds, but they weren’t going to fight face-to- 
face. Most of Keena’s small detachment were armed 
only with crowbars and staffs, but that would be 
enough. She waited patiently, watching the blood-red 
sun set over the jagged cliff. 

Finally, a voice spoke in her head. “We have started 
the diversion, and Necrosan is flying east. Attack 
when ready.” 

“Yes, master,” Keena answered telepathically. She 
raised a taloned hand into the air and trilled like a bird. 
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At once, her threadbare army leaned against their 
staffs and crowbars, which had been levered against 
rocks and boulders all along the cliffside. Keena 
rushed to her own lever and threw her slight body 
against it. As grunts and groans filled the air, the 
boulders began to tumble down the cliff, jarring loose 
other rocks as they fell, until the ground shuddered 
with the force of the avalanche. As soon as a soldier 
sent one boulder crashing down, he rushed to another 
one, until hundreds of rocks had been unleashed 
against the mindless minions below. 

Keena trilled again and led her followers up to 
the rim of the canyon, From there, they could witness 
the havoc they had wreaked on the undead troops. 
Even in twilight, the sight of thousands of people 
being crushed by boulders was rather astounding. The 
mindless fools didn’t even move to get out of the way, 
and no one screamed as they were crushed. The beauty 
of the attack was that a zombie with a boulder on top 
of him wasn’t going to do much harm, even if his 
limbs kept twitching with unholy animation. One by 
one, the campfires went out, until there was only 
darkness below. 

“Well done!” shouted Keena, as she led her small 
force into the darkening forest. 


Kaze lit his torch and led his tiny crew of four men 
through the dark forest of firs and evergreens. They 
marched right into the middle of a large encampment 
of zombies. Standing at immobile attention, the un- 
dead turned in unison to confront the intruders. Kaze 
didn’t have to feign his fear and revulsion at the sight 
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of the emaciated zombies—they were truly a stomach- 
turning sight. He looked briefly for Kim among the 
sunken faces, but he didn’t see her. He probably 
wouldn’t have recognized her, anyway. As the zombies 
picked up their weapons and started shuffling toward 
the living men, Kaze gave up the search for his lost 
love. : 

“Nyah-nyah-nyah!” taunted one of his men. An- 
other one dropped his pants and wiggled his rear end 
at the zombies, who didn’t seem impressed. But 
several hundred armed zombies surging forward at 
once was enough to keep the taunts short. 

“Retreat!” shouted Kaze, leading the way out of the 
camp. 

The zombies crashed through the forest after them, 
and Kaze had to caution two of his men to slow down. 
They didn’t want to lose their pursuers. The tiny band 
made their way toward the light of four separate 
torches, each one illuminating a vine that had been 
carefully looped over a tree trunk. The men grasped 
their vines and ground out their torches in the dirt, 
except for Kaze, who kept his torch burning. With the 
shuffling footsteps of hundreds of zombies behind 
them, the men looked nervously at their leader. 

“Wait for my signal,” Kaze cautioned them. He held 
up his torch to illuminate the forest, and finally the 
wall of zombies emerged from between the spindly 
tree trunks. 

“Now,” whispered Kaze, plunging his torch into the 
ground. In unison, the four men gripped their vines, 
took a running start, and sailed over what looked like 
normal ground covered with pine needles. Reaching 
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the other side, they let go and landed on firm ground. 

The zombies were not so lucky. In the darkness, row 
upon row of them stumbled into a huge trench that was 
fifty feet deep, twenty feet across, and a hundred feet 
long. Kaze peered into the darkness and could see 
them disappear by the score into the gash in the earth. 
It had only taken Blizzard a few minutes to dig the 
great trench, and it took even less time for the zombies 
to fill it up again. 

“Stand back!” Kaze warned his men. 

He lit another torch from the small fire he had kept 
burning for that purpose, and tossed it into the trench. 
At once, flames leaped along the entire length of the 
cavity, which was filled with ancient reserves of 
gasoline. The sickening stench of burning flesh was 
enough to make the men back up as quickly as they 
could. 

Kaze glanced up at the sparks shooting into the 
night sky, half-expecting to see Necrosan swooping 
down. But then he remembered that the gods were 
keeping the monster busy while the hit-and-run attacks 
decimated his army. Nevertheless, he wanted to get 
away from those searing flames and burning bodies as 
quickly as possible. At least those poor souls would 
never fight for Necrosan again. 

“Move out!” he ordered, leading his men away from 
the heat and stench of the conflagration. 


“Imbeciles!” roared Necrosan as he stomped around in 
front of the gloomy castle his zombies were building 
for him in the meteor crater. “You are all complete and 
utter imbeciles!” 
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Not a single member of his large staff disputed the 
statement—they just stared at him with dead, uncaring 
eyes. “Damnation!” muttered the skeletal beast, “this 
is what I get for having an army of morons! We’ ve had 
troops burned up by lava, walking off cliffs into the 
ocean, sealed in a cavern, crushed by an avalanche, 
dropped into a pit—most of them fooled by illusion! 
Do you know how many men we have lost tonight?” 

“Thirty thousand,” answered a sergeant in a dead- 
pan monotone. “Give or take a thousand.” 

“Aagh!” growled the monster. “I would trade them 
all—and all of you—for one follower who could 
think!” 

The monster kept pacing, shaking his great horned 
skull. “I know, I must share some of the blame. It was 
foolish to think that an army of brainless imbeciles 
could defeat a handful of clever survivors, no matter 
how outnumbered they are. And I must personally 
fight the dino-gods when they attack. The worst of it 
is, the gods are nearly immortal. If I don’t find some 
way to get rid of them, they will nip at my heels 
forever.” 

Necrosan snapped his claws and whirled to face the 
sergeant. “Didn’t we keep some prisoners? Ones who 
were not turned undead.” 

The zombie nodded. “Yes, my liege.” 

“Bring them to me.” 

Several zombies shuffled off and entered the 
hollowed-out burial mound that was being used as a 
dungeon. Necrosan continued to pace until they re- 
turned, leading three pathetic humans. One of them 
was a balding older man, the other a middle-aged man 
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with long hair, and the third a young woman with oval 
eyes. She must have been pretty once, thought the 
monster, before seeing her little mountain resort re- 
duced to rubble. All three were suffering from shock, 
beatings, and deprivation, but at least they still had a 
spark of intelligence in their terrified eyes. 

Necrosan folded his wings and sat down on his 
haunches, so as not to appear so huge. “Don’t be 
afraid,” he told them gently. “I have kept you alive for 
a reason. I simply need to ask you a few questions.” 

“Then you will let us go?” asked the older man 
hopefully. 

“What is your name?” asked Necrosan. 

“Bran-Don,” said the man hesitantly. 

Necrosan turned to the younger man. “And yours?” 

“H-Hoss,” answered the man, nervously tugging on 
his long hair. 

Lastly, Necrosan turned to the young woman. “And 
yours, my pretty?” 

“Kim,” she said softly, “A servant of Blizzard.” 

Necrosan scowled. “A lot of good that’s done you 
lately. What I need to know is very simple, and I don’t 
care which one of you answers me. I’ve seen some of 
your history books and murals, and there seems to 
have been a long period where the dino-gods weren't 
around. Where exactly were they?” 

The three humans looked in confusion at one 
another, and none of them answered. Necrosan un- © 
furled a long claw and gazed at it thoughtfully with his 
rheumy eyes. “You don’t have all day to answer.” 

“We don’t know!” said Hoss nervously. “After the 
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meteor hit a thousand years ago, they were suddenly 
here.” 

“The Bonds of Forbidding—” said Bran-Don, hesi- 
tantly. 

“Yes?” cooed Necrosan. “What about these Bonds 
of Forbidding.” 

“Don’t tell him!” said Kim. 

Necrosan cocked his head thoughtfully. “I don’t 
need to tell you that little Miss Kim is not giving the 
orders around here. I am. No doubt I could look it up 
if I had the time, so why don’t you just tell me?” 

Bran-Don gulped nervously. “When the meteor fell, 
the Bonds of Forbidding were broken, and the gods 
returned.” 

“That was unfortunate,” said Necrosan, “but un- 
avoidable. Who made these Bonds of Forbidding?” 

“A mage from another dimension,” answered Bran- 
Don. 

“And where are the Bonds of Forbidding located?” 

Again, the humans looked at one another in confu- 
sion. If this was the ultimate secret, thought Necrosan, 
would they tell him? 

“I’m waiting,” said the monster. When no one 
answered, he reached out a long claw, skewered Hoss 
in the stomach, and stuck him in his mouth. After a 
burp, he said, “I’m still waiting.” 

“We don’t know!” wailed Bran-Don. “No one 
knows! We're talking millions and millions of years 
ago.” 

Necrosan shrugged. “Well, that is certainly unfortu- 
nate. One more question—if I were to convince any of 
the gods to come over to our side, which would be the 
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most amenable? By that I mean, which god is the most 
treacherous?” 

Kim stared defiantly at him. “It wouldn’t be Bliz- 
zard.” 

“That goes without saying.” The beast looked at 
Bran-Don. “Do you have an opinion?” 

“Probably Vertigo.” 

“Hmmm,” said Necrosan. “She also has a powerful 
sorceress in her employ, one who lured a number of 
my followers into a lava pit last night. What is her 
name?” 

“Malyssa,” answered Bran-Don. 

“Thank you,” said Necrosan with a smile. “Would 
either one of you like to join me? I could use someone 
with a brain in his or her head.” 

“No,” said Kim. 

“Well, okay,” said Bran-Don hesitantly. 

Necrosan shook his head. “Sorry, you’re too un- 
trustworthy. Now, if Kim wanted to join me, I would 
feel as if I could trust her.” He looked at his guards. 
“Take them away. But feed them and keep them alive.” 

The zombie guards rudely pushed Kim and Bran- 
Don back toward their cells in the burial mound. 

When they were gone, Necrosan unfurled his wings 
and turned to his minions. “Do the best you can 
against these attacks until I return. I’m going to go 
look for the Bonds of Forbidding, and perhaps make 
some new friends.” 

The giant skeleton flapped his wings and rose lazily 
into the air. Without much effort, he picked up 
tremendous speed until he was no more than a dot in 
the washed-out sky. 


SIX 


A Proposal 


MALYsSA SLEPT FITFULLY ALL THAT MORNING, EVEN 
though she was fatigued from the night’s activities. 
She had expended a great deal of energy to create the 
illusion of Necrosan flying in the air, beckoning his — 
army toward him, plus another illusion to make a giant 
lava pit look like a shallow pond of water. Both — 
illusions had worked beautifully, as three thousand of 
his undead troops had marched straight into the lava 
pit, turning themselves into molten cinders. But the — 
amount of energy it required had left her dazed and 
unable to transport herself. She actually had to walk 
home to her crypt under Vertigo’s home in the Tomb. 
Despite her exhaustion, she slept badly and dreamt 
even worse. The most disturbing was her dream about 
Kaze, Blizzard’s handsome young shaman. In her 
dream, she saw herself as his wife, no less, wearing a 
polka-dot apron and cooking him dinner over a primi- 
tive stove. Of course, all she was wearing was the 
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polka-dot apron. She even envisioned herself and 
Kaze living in a god-awful climber’s shack up in the 
pristine whiteness of the Himalayas. At the end of the 
dream, Kaze brought Blizzard home to dinner, and she 
had actually bowed to that obnoxious god and prom- 
ised him her allegiance. 

The only redeeming quality of the dream—and the 
only thing she remembered vividly—was the muscu- 
lar shaman lying naked next to her. If that hadn't 
happened during the dream, she would have roused 
herself, despite her weariness, Still, all that white snow 
and pious purity left a sour taste in her mouth. 

She was deeply into her second dream now, and it 
was like a dark mirror image of the first one. In this 
dream, she was married to Necrosan, which was not as 
appetizing in some respects as being married to Kaze, 
but it had its compensations. There was no more 
warring and battling, because all of Urth was united 
under the skeleton’s evil dictatorship. She lived in a 
massive castle and didn’t have to cook or scavenge at 
all, because she had scores of zombie servants to do 
her bidding. Necrosan made no demands for sex— 
which would have been difficult under the best of 
conditions—because he kept Vertigo imprisoned in a 
dungeon as his slave. This change in fortunes made 
Malyssa into Vertigo’s master, which was highly 
satisfactory, almost as good as having Kaze to herself. 
In fact, Kaze came back into the dream as her love’ 
slave, and she had the best of both worlds. 

All Necrosan demanded for keeping her in a life of 
luxury was a bit of sorcery or information every now 
and then. He seemed displeased with his army of 
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mindless zombies, and she couldn’t blame him. They 
had been pathetically easy to defeat, once the dino- 
gods gave up their usual blunt approach in favor of 
tactics that were more sinister and conniving. Necro- 
san wanted and actually needed an ally to help him 
rule Urth, someone of wit and intelligence. And who 
better fit that description than Malyssa? 

Still, it was disquieting to imagine being married to 
the ugliest creature in existence, and Malyssa kept 
trying to convince him to change his appearance to 
something more presentable. Couldn’t he at least have — 
colorful skin and plumes, like Talon? But Necrosan 
resisted the idea—he liked being hideous. To a person 
who had spent centuries cultivating her beauty, this 
insistence on ugliness was hard to fathom. Then again, 
no one’s perfect, thought the dutiful dream wife. 
Malyssa turned her attention back to the sumptuous 
castle, the absolute power, and the hordes of willing 
slaves. 

There was more! Into her mind came promises of 
journeys to distant planets. Together, they could defeat 
other worlds and rule entire galaxies! This didn’t seem 
so far-fetched; Necrosan had come from the stars, after 
all. He would rule the beasts, and she would rule the 
humans, forever and ever. 

Malyssa suddenly willed herself awake and bolted 
upright in her bed. This was no typical dream. She 
could well imagine that the first dream of Kaze had 
come from some primitive part of her psyche, but she 
wouldn’t be likely to dream of places she had never 
seen on far-flung planets. No, that had been a real 
proposal, offered to her in dream form! 
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She felt something cold beside her, and she looked 
over to see a pale young man lying in her bed. He was 
drained of blood and quite dead. Ah, yes, last night’s 
beauty treatment. She kicked the corpse out of bed, 
thinking that she had better do something to change 
her life, because the supply of healthy male virgins 
was bound to become rather scarce with Necrosan 
turning everybody into a zombie. In the past, she had 
been certain that Vertigo was a good bet to rule the 
Urth, or at least maintain her position as an undefeated 
equal among the gods. However, that was not at all 
certain anymore. If she waited too long to side with 
Necrosan, it might be too late. 

Malyssa rose from the bed, naked, and padded to 
her wardrobe in the stone crypt, where she kept a 
supply of scanty breast straps and loincloths. She 
dressed, if one could call it that, and walked toward the 
doorway. If she were married to Necrosan, thought the 
sorceress, she would have the servants come in and 
pick up the body. As it was, she had no choice but to 
dispose of it herself. But not now. 

At the moment, Necrosan had just proposed an 
alliance to her, and he was awaiting her answer. 

She grabbed her magical staff and climbed the cold, 
stone staircase. Even before she emerged into the 
dreaded daylight, the sun began to hurt her eyes. Oh 
well, there was nothing to do but suffer the hideous 
radiance. As she slowly climbed the stairs, the thought 
occurred to her that Necrosan could be setting a trap 
for her, and perhaps Vertigo, to follow. So she stopped 
at the last flight of stairs to make sure that she had 
enough energy to transport at a moment’s notice. Her 
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cobra-headed staff glowed weakly—she couldn’t trans- 
port far, but it would be far enough. 

Malyssa didn’t fear running into Vertigo, because — 
that cowardly god was in hiding, far from her usual 
haunts. Besides, her territories around the Tomb were 
all but deserted since the arrival of Necrosan, so there 
was very little reason for her to remain there. Malyssa 
herself had returned only to make sure that she still 
had one or two virgins in safekeeping, down in her 
private dungeons. After disposing of the one last night, 
she only had one more left. The sorceress took a deep 
breath and ascended the last few steps. She had a very 
good idea who would meet her at the top of the stairs, 
and it wouldn’t be Vertigo. 

Necrosan was lounging against one of the few 
monoliths that remained standing. He came to atten- 
tion at her approach, and his bones rattled ominously. 
“Good day, Sorceress,” he said pleasantly. 

She kept her distance from the monster. Some 
things, she decided, were definitely out of the ques- 
tion. “Good day, Necrosan. To what do I owe the 
pleasure of this visit?” 

He frowned. “I thought I had made myself clear. 
Weren’t your dreams pleasant enough?” 

“Yes, some of them. But you are asking me to desert 
a goddess whom I have loyally served for centuries. 
And as we proved last night, your victory is not a sure 
thing.” 

The beast gave a low growl. “I hadn’t anticipated 
that humans could be so intelligent. I thought that the 
gods were running the show around here, that the 
humans were only kept for food. But now I see that a 
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certain amount of teamwork between gods and follow- 
ers is an important part of their success. I learned an 
invaluable lesson last night—that allowing some hu- 
mans to keep their willpower might be a good idea.” 

The skeletal creature rose to his full height and 
made a formal bow. “Everything I showed you could 
be yours, Sorceress. What do you say to the idea of an 
alliance?” 

Malyssa gulped a breath, thinking quickly. With the 
wrong answer, she could become one of those mind- 
less fools. At the moment, the most important thing 
was to keep her options open. 

“My major concern is Vertigo,” she answered slowly. 
“If she feels I have betrayed her, she won’t rest until she 
shrinks me down to the size of a toadstool, So I'm afraid 
I can’t commit to you until Vertigo is neutralized, and 
I’m not sure how you're going to do that.” 

Necrosan leaned back against the monolith. “There 
was a time, before my arrival, when all of the gods 
were neutralized. What do you know about the Bonds 
of Forbidding?” 

Ah, thought Malyssa, now we get to the heart of the 
matter. Whenever she was angry at Vertigo, she 
thought about somehow repairing the Bonds of For- 
bidding, but that would have left the Urth and human- 
ity unguarded, open to invasion by someone like 
Necrosan. Well, now that had happened, anyway. It 
was easy to see where Necrosan was headed, and she 
had to admit that it was a good plan. 

“You're holding out on me,” hissed Necrosan. 

“No, I’m not. The truth of the matter is that no one 
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knows where the Bonds of Forbidding are, or how 
they work. No one has ever really tried to find them, 
because to do so would end the reign of the gods. If 
Chaos had been wise, he might have tried to find them, 
because he’s the only ggd who wouldn’t be affected by 
the Bonds. You see, he wasn’t around when they they 
were created. Thankfully, wisdom is not Chaos’s 
strong suit.” 

Necrosan chuckled. “Then you would have no 
objection to helping me find the Bonds of Forbidding, 
would you? Being a sorceress, you should be attuned 
to magical objects. Once the others are banished, I 
think I can handle Chaos. What do you say?” 

Careful, girl, Malyssa cautioned herself. From the 
glint in Necrosan’s steely eyes, she knew that she had 
better not refuse him at this point in time. Besides, it 
was quite tempting to envision a life of power and 
luxury without Vertigo lording over her. Unfortu- 
nately, she had no idea whether she could trust 
Necrosan at all, but once she knew how to invoke the 
Bonds of Forbidding, she could free or imprison the 
gods as she desired. This would give her some 
leverage over Necrosan. 

Plus, there was another possible scenario. If she 
found out how to work the Bonds of Forbidding, she 
could first help the gods defeat Necrosan and then 
invoke the Bonds, leaving her free to rule Urth by 
herself! 

“You will be my queen,” said Necrosan softly. 

Queen of Urth. Malyssa liked the sound of that, and 
one way or another it was possible. “All right,” she 
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said, “but Vertigo must never know I have betrayed 
her.” 

“Vertigo won't know what hit her,” promised Nec- 
rosan with a toothy grin. 


Blizzard sat calmly on a great boulder, picking the dirt 
out of his massive toenails, while Kaze paced ner- 
vously. The shaman didn’t like this setting for the 
strategy meeting—in the crater of an extinct volcano. 
It was hot, dry, and desolate, and it was technically in 
Diablo’s territory. He didn’t trust either Diablo or his 
general, Sinjin. 

But he understood why they had to meet face-to- 
face. For the next stage of their offensive against 
Necrosan, they had to be in complete agreement. The 
gods and their generals had to put aside all their 
differences to work together. Kaze never thought he 
would feel nostalgic about the days when life was a 
constant battle against the likes of Diablo and Vertigo, 
but he had to admit that it was better than running and 
hiding from Necrosan. Last night’s hit-and-run attacks 
had been wildly successful, but they couldn’t count on 
the element of surprise again. 

All day long, Necrosan had been strangely absent, 
not showing his ugly face anywhere. That was also 
disturbing, and, gripping the hilt of his sword, Kaze 
began to pace. 

“Relax,” Blizzard told him in the human tongue. 
“There won’t be any trouble. They know what is at 
stake.” 

Kaze turned to face his god. In the last few days, 
they had been inseparable, except to carry out mis- 
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sions independently. They had eaten, slept, wept, 
crossed oceans, and fought together, and Blizzard was 
beginning to seem more like a comrade-in-arms than a 
god, which was also oddly tgoubling. When the giant 
ape had been aloof and unapproachable, he had 
seemed more powerful and protective. Now Kaze 
saw Blizzard as something he never would have 
imagined—a friend. 

“I’m sorry,” he said. “It’s hard to imagine that we 
can all fight on the same side.” 

“We have to, or we will all die separately.” The blue 
ape lifted his head and sniffed the air. “They approach. 
Come to my side, in case we have to make a swift 
exit.” 

Kaze smiled. “I thought you trusted them.” 

“I didn’t say that,” snarled the ape. 

As thunderous footsteps began to shake the ground, 
Kaze rushed to Blizzard's side, keeping his hand on 
the hilt of his sword. The first to arrive was Diablo, 
with Sinjin clinging to his neck. The gods had all 
agreed to bring only one human with them to this 
meeting, to limit the number of people who knew their 
plans, and Kaze was secretly looking forward to 
meeting his peers. Some of them, like Sinjin, he knew 
all too well. 

The tyrannosaurus leaped down into the crater, 
shaking the ground so hard that Kaze staggered, trying 
to keep his feet. Sinjin slid off and looked around with 
contempt. “If this is our turnout, we’re in trouble.” 

“The others will come,” said Kaze with more 
confidence than he felt. 

Diablo stalked across the crater, lashing his tail. 


The Avatars 83 


Kaze could see the fine blue hairs on the back of 
Blizzard’s neck rise with alertness, but outwardly the 
ape remained calm. Seeing Diablo close-up, in a bad 
mood, would be enough to raise the hair on anyone’s 
neck. 

A sinewy flash of fur suddenly leaped over the rim 
of the crater and landed near them. Slashfang took a 
wary look around, then plopped onto the ground like 
the giant cat he was. A catlike human with fur on his 
back and arms slid off the sabertooth’s back and stood 
perfectly still. Kaze glanced at Sinjin, but the fearsome 
general was not about to be cordial. So Kaze made the 
first move. 

He walked slowly toward the man and his saber- 
tooth god, extending his open hand. “Hello, I am 
Kaze.” 

“Xiao Ming Tang Kuan,” answered the man with a 
slight purr to his voice. They shook hands, matching 
powerful grips. 

Kaze could see no weapons on Xiao’s person, just 
loose clothing. “Have you studied martial arts?” 

“IT have mastered martial arts,” answered Xiao 
haughtily. 

“I’m an expert myself,” said Kaze. “Perhaps we 
should try a few throws—another time, when this is 
all over.” 

Xiao nodded. “I look forward to it.” 

Diablo stalked a little too close to Slashfang, and the 
sabertooth snarled at him. Diablo growled back and 
whipped his tail around in a threatening manner. This 
display of machismo was halted by a ferocious growl 
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from Blizzard. “Fight each other,” cautioned the ape in 
mind language, “and you fight for Necrosan.” 

The T-rex snapped his jaws and backed off, as 
Slashfang dug his claws into the ground and stretched 
lazily. 

“Just one big happy family,” said Sinjin. 

The next to arrive was Talon, with a slip of a girl 
clinging to his back. The girl didn’t look very remark- 
able, except for the silver talons extending from 
gauntlets on her hands. Kaze had last seen those 
deadly gauntlets on the hands of a fearsome warrior 
named Letholt, and he tried not to think about what 
had probably happened to Letholt. He could see deep 
wounds in Talon’s side, just now beginning to heal, 
and he remembered the ferocious beating that Necro- 
san had given him. He walked cautiously toward them, 
holding out his empty hand. 

“Welcome. I am Kaze, Blizzard’s high shaman.” 

“Keena,” answered the girl with a shy smile. “Ex- 
cuse me if I don’t shake your hand, but you would 
probably like to keep it.” 

Kaze smiled in return, instantly liking the teenager. 
She was small, probably weighing no more than a 
hundred pounds, but she had a gymnast’s taut body. 
She reminded him a great deal of her god, Talon. 

Next came Sauron and his champion, Arik, who 
looked hale and hearty next to the irritable tyranno- 
saurus. Sauron growled at the other gods, then stalked 
off to a remote corner of the volcanic crater. Kaze 
knew Arik well, having fought many campaigns with 
him; in some respects, he considered the brawny 


= 


The Avatars 85 


warrior to be a role model. He walked up and clasped 
his friend’s hand. 

“Your master looks out of sorts,” said Kaze. 

“He’s hungry,” Arik whispered. “He’s been eating 
those zombies, but he says they just don’t taste right.” 

Then Armadon lumbered into the gathering, with 
his warrior, Tor, riding on his back. Tor was a 
mountain of a man, even bigger than Arik, and the two 
of them gravitated toward each other as Armadon 
curled into a ball of spikes. That was his way of telling 
the others that he didn’t trust them very much. 

They waited a while longer, then Sinjin strode into 
the center of the gathering. “Where are Vertigo and 
Chaos?” he demanded. 

“Chaos isn’t coming,” answered Blizzard, who was 
the only one with a mental link to the giant orange ape. 
“He doesn’t trust us—he still thinks Necrosan is some 
kind of trick we pulled on him.” 

“A trick on all of us,” grumbled Sinjin. Before he 
could ask again about Vertigo, the sinuous blue dino- 
saur slithered into their midst. She was alone. 

“Sorry I am late,” said Vertigo. “I was looking for 
my sorceress, Malyssa. When I tried to contact her, my 
thoughts were blocked. I worry she is dead—or 
worse.” 

Kaze cleared his throat, thinking that if Necrosan 
had gotten rid of Malyssa, he wasn’t all bad. In reality, 
the sorceress wouldn't be easy to replace. She had 
dispatched several thousand zombies single-handedly 
last night. 

“Perhaps she will turn up,” he said diplomatically. 
“She may be in hiding.” 
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“I hope so.” Vertigo looked around at her fellow 
gods and shook her viper head.”““We have sunk pretty 
low when we worry so much about a handful of pitiful 
humans.” 

“They are no longer disposable,” answered Talon 
with a glance at his new shaman. “After all, without 
followers to worship us, we would not be gods. We 
need them as much as they need us.” 

“Time is short,” said Sinjin gruffly. “Let us begin 
our meeting.” 

There were growls and snorts of approval, and the 
gods settled back on their haunches to listen to 
Diablo’s general. “We had excellent success last night 
with our hit-and-run tactics. By my estimate, we 
vanquished one-third of Necrosan’s forces, and he 
cannot replace them easily, as the surviving humans 
are scattered all over the planet. That is the good 
news.” 

The veiled warrior put his hands behind his back 
and paced. “The bad news is that the armies of undead 
are now gathering in a central place, the Plains of 
Sorrow. Our guerrilla tactics will not work against a 
large force camped on a barren plain with good lines 
of sight for miles in every direction. His troops don’t 
eat and don’t sleep—they can remain on alert indefi- 
nitely. Plus, no one has reported seeing Necrosan 
today. We don’t know what he could be planning, 
except that he is consolidating his troops.” 

Arik pounded his fist into his palm. “I say we attack 
them now, while Necrosan is out of the picture.” 

“With what?” asked Xiao, prowling like a tiger. 
“Even if we dragged every frightened human out of 
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the forest, we could only mount a force of a few 
thousand. And then we risk everything on one battle.” 

“I agree,” hissed Talon. “We cannot give up our 
hit-and-run tactics so quickly. Slash and rip, slash and 
rip—that is the key.” 

At a distance, Sauron roared, and his words thun- 
dered into everyone’s minds. “Are you forgetting that 
we are gods? We are worth a million humans!” 

Sinjin bowed toward the yellow T-rex. “With all due 
respect, Your Majesty, you cannot fight an army of a 
hundred thousand in open combat, and neither can we. 
And we cannot let Necrosan choose the time and place 
for battle. As we have seen, he can best any god in 
one-on-one combat.” 

Several of the gods roared with anger at that 
statement, but none of them could refute it. Kaze had 
been quiet so far, but he felt a need to speak up. 

“Listen,” said the shaman, “we stand no chance of 
victory unless we kill Necrosan, or send him back to 
whatever hell he came from. With Necrosan gone, 
unable to issue orders, we can deal with the undead, 
even if it takes us years to vanquish them all.” 

As god and human alike gazed at him, Kaze felt his 
confidence rising. “We were successful last night 
because we employed subterfuge. I say we do the 
same thing again—only this time to Necrosan himself. 
How could we coax him into a trap? We know he 
would be attracted to a village of humans that he had 
not yet turned undead.” 

“But no village like that exists,” said Xiao. “He has 
attacked everywhere.” 

“Ah, but we can make one,” answered Kaze. “We 
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have just enough people left to inhabit a small village. 
Then the gods can lie in wait for him. If we took away 
his ability to fly, he would be at their mercy in a 
combined attack.” 

Sinjin assumed a belligerant pose and sneered, 
“And how do we take away his ability to fly?” 

Keena cocked her head and asked, “Have you never 
caught birds for supper? You use a net.” 

“A net,” echoed Blizzard thoughtfully, tapping his 
hairy chin. “If it were made from steel cable, it would 
be strong enough. There is much of that material in the 
ruined cities. We need a place deep in the Urth—an 
underground city. Would he believe such a place 
exists?” 

“He would if we leave signs of it,” said Tor. He 
pointed to the hulking Armadon. “My god has the 
perfect place for our fake village—the Hollows.” 

Sinjin crossed his arms, looking unconvinced. “First 
we have to find Necrosan.” 


SEVEN 


Plans and Schemes 


MALYSSA TRIED NOT TO GIGGLE WITH EXCITEMENT AS SHE 
soared on Necrosan’s bony back across the vast plains, 
mountains, and forests of Urth. The wind whipped her 
hair into a long, black train, and the feeling of zooming 
among the clouds was exhilarating. In the distance, she 
could see the reddish sun start to dip below the horizon, 
but it seemed like just another feature of the landscape, 
something beneath her, under her rule. 

She could get used to this. 

“Anything yet?” asked Necrosan. 

Malyssa glanced at the staff in her hand, but the 
cobra’s head was not glowing. She had willed her 
magical staff to glow with light at the first sign of 
magic below them. Thus far, it had remained as dark as 
Necrosan’s soul. “No,” she said with disappointment. 

“Even for me, it will take days to cover every inch 
of this planet,” complained Necrosan. 
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“You’ve got something better to do?” asked 
Malyssa. 

The beast scowled. “No, I suppose not. My armies 
are gathering on a large plain. I hope that will keep 
them safe from your treacherous friends.” f 

“But Vertigo will keep looking for me,” said the 
sorceress with concern. “When I meet up with her 
again, I’d better have an awfully good excuse about 
where I've been.” 

“That is simple,” sneered the creature. “You will say 
that I took you prisoner.” 

“You've been taking prisoners?” 

“A few. I hope to take more, now that I’ve decided 
to study humans instead of merely using them. Per- 
haps I will even take more humans as allies.” 

Malyssa’s staff glowed feebly, for only a moment. 
Necrosan didn’t notice it as he pumped his wings, 
trying to cover as much distance as possible. She 
looked down at an utter wasteland of deep gorges, 
fissures, and jagged faults thrusting up through the 
Urth’s crust. Not far away were the ruins of a great 

. City, with tall spires, pyramids, castles, and the fallen 
statue of a cowboy. The city was an ungodly conglom- 
eration of mismatched architecture, but it was still 
impressive, even half-buried in sand. Before the me- 
teor fell a thousand years ago, this had been a place of 
tremendous power and commerce, thought Malyssa. It 
would make sense for the Bonds of Forbidding to be 
near it. 

“Anything yet?” asked Necrosan. 

“No,” she lied. Suddenly Vertigo’s voice probed her 
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mind, and she quickly blocked it. “She is trying to 
contact me again.” 

“Let me try to answer her,” replied Necrosan. “I will 
need to concentrate.” 

He swooped down toward the ruined city and 
landed on the roof of a Mayan pyramid that had been 
built thousands of years after the real Mayan pyra- 
mids. Malyssa slumped across his vertebrae, utterly 
exhausted from blocking Vertigo’s telepathic sum- 
mons. By concentrating as hard as she could, the 
sorceress could faintly hear both sides of their conver- 
sation. 

“Listen, Vertigo,” said Necrosan, “I have taken your 
prized sorceress prisoner. If you obey me, I will not 
convert her to the undead. If you refuse, she will be 
useless to you.” 

After a moment, the voice of Vertigo hissed, “Very 
well. I want my sorceress back, and I will offer a 
trade.” 

“What have you got to trade that I would want?” 

“Hmmm. How about the location of an underground 
city which you missed? It is full of happy humans who 
don’t even know that you exist.” 

Necrosan lifted his head. “You would sacrifice 
thousands of humans for this one?” 

“They aren’t my followers,” said Vertigo. “Besides, 
she is special.” 

Necrosan craned his neck and eyed Malyssa lascivi- 
ously. “Yes, she is special. All right, I agree to this 
trade. Tomorrow at sunset, come alone to my castle, 
where my egg used to rest.” 

“Sooner,” insisted Vertigo. 
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“No!” snapped Necrosan. “Not until tomorrow at 
sunset. And don’t try to contact her again.” 

He looked back at Malyssa and gave her a toothy — 
grin. “Well, that certainly worked out. And I have — 
bought us some time to try to find the Bonds of 
Forbidding.” 

Malyssa didn’t mention that she had already found 
the Bonds, or something magical, back in those deep 
cracks in the Urth. “Let’s keep flying!” she said 
eagerly. 

“Yes, let's keep flying.” The great skeletal beast 
flapped his wings and rose slowly in the sky, gliding — 
away from what used to be Las Vegas, Nevada. 


Vertigo whirled around and looked at her fellow gods 
and their shamans, gathered in the shadows of the dead 
volcano. “The trap is set,” she said. “Necrosan has 
captured Malyssa, but he will exchange her for infor- 
mation about the underground city. I will meet him 
tomorrow at sunset.” 

Kaze clapped his hands together. “We must work 
quickly. Who will do what?” 

“We will get the steel cable from the Ruins,” said 
Arik. 

“We'll help you make the net,” promised Keena. 

“We’ll prepare the city in the Hollows,” said Tor. 

“We'll help with the building,” added Xiao. 

Sinjin shrugged. “Kaze, you and I will round up all 
the survivors we can find. We'd better not tell them the 
truth—we’ll tell them they are going to an under- 
ground shelter.” 
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“I hate using people as bait,” said Kaze with a 
frown. “But I don’t see that we have any choice.” 

“People as bait,” mused Sauron, saliva dripping 
from his jagged teeth. “What an excellent idea.” 


The monster and the sorceress flew all night and most 
of the next day, not landing back at the castle until just 
before sunset. Malyssa felt exhilarated, ready to con- 
quer the world, but she tried to look as frustrated as 
Necrosan, who was in a very foul mood. 

“Damn,” she muttered. “All that wasted time.” 

Necrosan narrowed his eyes at her. “You have failed 
me.” 

“Nonsense,” she said scoffing. “We only covered 
half the Urth, if that much. Perhaps the Bonds are deep 
under the ocean. Perhaps they are so weakened that 
there is no magic left in them. We can always keep 
looking. Besides, you're going to get something out of 
this, anyway—the location of the underground city.” 

Malyssa didn’t mention that she had never heard of 
such a place. She had the distinct impression that the 
tide was turning against Necrosan, and she was going 
back to being neutral until this all worked out. Plan 
B—where the gods defeated Necrosan, and she sent 
the gods packing—was beginning to sound rather 
good. She would miss the flying, though. 

Necrosan scowled. “When Vertigo arrives, you had 
better be in the dungeon with the others. Give me your 
staff.” 

“No, I don’t think so,” she said determinedly. 

The monster snapped his claws, and half a dozen 
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zombies shuffled forward to do his bidding. “Put her 
with the other prisoners.” 

Clammy hands grabbed her, and Malyssa stared into 
eyes that were not only lifeless but were beginning to 
rot. Then she was rudely pushed into a hollowed-out 
burial mound, with mud walls lined with desicated 
bones and writhing pockets of worms and maggots. 
Even for someone as evil as Malyssa, this was a 
disgusting place, and she tried to ignore the awful 
stench. As they descended deeper into the mass grave, 
she began to realize that life with Necrosan might not 
be a bed of roses. For one thing, she wasn’t sure that 
she wanted servants who were rotting and falling 
apart. 

They finally shoved her into a hole, and she found 
herself in a dark, clammy cell. She willed her cobra 
staff to give off some light, and as soon as it blinked 
on, two frightened people gasped and scurried away. 

“Who . . . who are you?” muttered a bald-headed- 
man suspiciously. 

A girl, who was rather pretty even in her disgusting 
condition, stared at Malyssa in disbelief. “It is Verti- 
go’s sorceress.” 

“Bingo,” scowled Malyssa. 

“Get us out of here!” begged the man, dropping to 
his knees. “For the love of the gods, get us out of 
here\” 

“Tf I could get out of here, would I be in here with 
you?” asked Malyssa rhetorically. “I know the position 
you’re in doesn’t seem very good at the moment, but 
the alternative is far worse. You could be one of these 
walking corpses.” 
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The dark-haired girl shuddered. “I know. But it still 
looks hopeless. If only Kaze would come to rescue 
us.” 

Malyssa narrowed his eyes at the girl. “Kaze? Do 
you know Blizzard’s high shaman?” 

The girl looked down. “Know him? I thought I was 
going to marry him.” 

“Js that right?” asked Malyssa pleasantly. “What is 
your name, child?” 

“Kim.” 

“Such a pretty name, for such an attractive young 
woman.” Malyssa sat down beside Kim and put her 
arm around her shivering shoulders. “Do you know, 
when I get out of here, I’m going to make sure that 
Kaze knows you're all right.” 

“Then he is still alive?” asked Kim brightly. 

“Last time I saw him, he was.” She didn’t mention 
that the last time she saw Kaze was in an erotic dream. 

“I thought you said you couldn’t get out of here,” 
muttered the man. 

“No, I didn’t say that,” replied Malyssa cheerfully. 
“I’m important enough to Vertigo that she’s going to 
make a trade for me. Perhaps your gods will do the 
same.” 

“My god is Slashfang!” said the man desperately. 
“And my name is Bran-Don!” 

Malyssa nodded helpfully. “Ill let him know.” 

“I’m tired of eating worms,” muttered Bran-Don. 

“Tl bet. But that’s better than the worms eating 
you.” Malyssa leaned forward to whisper, “Have either 
of you seen or heard anything around here that would 
be useful for the gods to know?” 
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“Necrosan is looking for the Bonds of Forbidding,” — 
whispered Kim. 

“Really?” said Malyssa. “Anything else?” 

They shook their heads, and Malyssa rose to her 
feet. “I believe that my god approaches. Take heart, 
and try to stay alive.” : 

A moment later, a zombie stuck his head into the — 
hole and croaked, “You . . . come.” L 

“On my way,” said Malyssa, crawling out of that 
dank cell as quickly as she could. 

She tried to look properly downcast and dejected 
when she emerged into the fading twilight. Upon 
seeing Vertigo, she dropped to her knees and bowed 
profusely. “Oh, thank you, thank you, Mistress!” 

The sinewy god sneered. “How could you let 
yourself be captured?” 

“He surprised me in my bedchambers,” answered 
Malyssa. “And I was too weak from casting spells to 
transport.” 

Necrosan was studying a map drawn on a sheet of 
parchment, and he waved a claw at them. “Both of 
you, get out of here before I change my mind.” 

Vertigo wrapped her claws around Malyssa, and 
with a flash of light the two of them transported to the 
circle of decrepit statues and monoliths known as the 
Tomb. Malyssa immediately dropped to her knees, 
trying to look utterly exhausted. 

“I must say, I am disappointed with you,” snarled 
Vertigo. 

“Don’t be too harsh, please,” begged Malyssa. 
“These are difficult times. I fear that defeat is upon 
us.” 
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“Don’t be too sure of that,” sniffed the towering 
dinosaur. “You do know that if you ever try to betray 
me, I will shrink you to the size of a toadstool and feed 
you to the rats.” 

“And I would deserve my fate,” answered Malyssa 
weakly. “Do we actually stand a chance against him?” 

“More than a chance,” answered Vertigo. “Do you 
wish to take part in a great victory?” 

Malyssa shook her head. “I’m afraid that I am too 
weak to be of much help. Perhaps you should leave me 
here to sleep—I will join you tomorrow.” 

The dinosaur shook her head with disappointment. 
“If there wasn’t a shortage of sorceresses, | would 
shrink you and eat you where you stand. When this is 
all over, you will have to earn your way back into my 
good graces.” 

“As it should be,” said Malyssa, bowing so low that 
she scraped the ground with her serpentine crown. 

The dinosaur snorted in derision and disappeared in 
an explosion of light. Malyssa remained prostrate until 
she was sure that the god was gone, then she jumped 
to her feet. 

“Actually, I’ve never felt better!” declared the 
sorceress with a sly chuckle. Her cobra-headed staff 
glowed with power, and she glanced westward to see 
the sun vanish completely beneath the purple horizon. 
That was good, because her work required darkness. 

Mustering all of her nefarious power into the 
gleaming staff, she envisioned the jagged crags and 
crevices in the wasteland outside the strange city. That 
would be the farthest she had ever transported by 
herself, and she channeled every ounce of her will, 
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ambition, and treachery into the spell. Her body 
tingled as a blinding light engulfed her, and her 
molecules exploded off one plain of existence, and 
into another, where time, space, and distance were 
nothing. 

Arriving suddenly, Malyssa stumbled on the uneven 
ground and caught herself before she plunged into a 
gaping gorge. Using her staff for a light, she stared 
down into the blackness, and she could see nothing 
even remotely resembling the bottom. A dry wind 
caressed her skin, and she had the sensation of 
standing on the edge of the universe. Something 
monstrous had happened here long, long, long ago, 
and the psychic energy was still hanging in the air like 
the choking sand. 

She took a deep breath, suddenly wishing she had a 
few zombie slaves to lower her down, But all she had 
was her own magic. From what Vertigo had told her, it 
sounded as if Necrosan, the gods, and their followers 
would be occupied for the next few hours in some kind 
of big battle. That was definitely to her advantage. 
Malyssa laughed, because the fools thought that their 
battle would determine the fate of the Urth, when she 
held that fate in her own hand, She cast a glowing ball 
about herself and then stepped off into the dark abyss. 

Malyssa plummeted like a stone for several feet, 
until she increased her concentraton. After that she 
stopped falling and instead floated in her magical 
bubble of light deeper into the great gorge. Had she 
been a geologist, she would have delighted at the 
various strata of rocks and sediment she passed, and 
she could have counted the tens of millions of years 
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that slipped by as she descended. But she was too busy 
trying to avoid the jagged rocks and outcroppings 
which threatened to burst her protective shell. If her 
concentration or powers failed her for even one 
second, she knew with certainty, no one would ever 
find her bones. 

After several minutes of this harrowing journey 
deep into the Urth, Malyssa felt herself getting close to 
her prize, and she looked for a ledge wide enough to 
stand upon. When she spotted a narrow outcropping, 
she jumped to it, and the bubble of light disappeared in 
a wink. For some moments, she clutched a rocky 
handhold, unable to move for fear of falling, but greed 
finally overcame her fear. She let go, raised her lighted 
staff, and looked around the bleak surroundings. 

Malyssa stared upward, and she couldn’t even see 
the stars above her. She had to be at least half a mile 
deep inside the Urth. Nevertheless, her staff glowed 
brightly with magic-sensing, and she followed its light 
into a small cave in the side of the cliff. Both her heart 
and her staff pulsed more intensely with each step she 
took, and she knew that she was on the verge of 
making the most important discovery in Urth’s short 
but eventful history. As the cave widened, she came 
upon it, and she gasped. 

There it was! A massive door with thick iron bars, 
secured by two bronze chains. But there was some- 
thing wrong with the door—it hung off its hinges as if 
it were broken, and a boulder lay smashed against it. 
Behind the door was a wall of blackened rock, which 
looked as if it had been scorched by a Diablo fireball. 
Where the hell did this door go? 
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After her immediate jubilation, Malyssa was puzzled. 
This couldn’t be the Bonds of Forbidding. It was nothing 
but a lousy door, going nowhere. 

Suddenly, she heard footsteps behind her, and she 
whirled around with her staff in her hands. Wavering 
light filled the narrow passageway—somebody with 
a torch was approaching! Malyssa glanced around, 
knowing there was nowhere to run, unless she could 
vanish into solid rock, which was beyond her powers. 
It definitely appeared as if she would have to share this 
discovery with someone. But who? 

A tall soldier dressed in red, carrying a battle-ax and 
wearing a veil across his face, stepped into the circle 
of light from her staff. 

“Sinjin!” she gasped. 

He bowed. “None other.” 

“But how did you get down here? How did you 
know where to go?” 

“A friend helped me.” He waved his torch behind 
him and called, “It’s safe!” 

Now the ground trembled as a monstrous figure 
tried to squeeze through the narrow passageway. She 
could hear bones scraping against rock, and Malyssa’s 
heart sank even lower than the gorge. 

A massive horned skull craned into view and 
hovered over Sinjin’s shoulder. “Urgh, this is a tight 
fit,” grumbled Necrosan. Then his rheumy eyes glit- 
tered. “Ah, you have found it! Excellent work, my 
dear.” 

“Sinjin, you traitor!” shouted Malyssa. In her anger, 
she backed up against the iron door. No sooner had she 
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touched the metal than something thick and slimy 
curled around her waist, and another grotesque ap- 
pendage wrapped around her neck. 

With the life choking out of her, Malyssa screamed. 


EIGHT 


Victory and Misery 


KAZE GRIPPED THE HILT OF HIS SWORD AND LOOKED UP AT 
the ceiling of the vast cavern that Armadon called his 
home, and which everyone else called the Hollows. 
Hanging from huge stalactites, hidden only by shad- 
ows, was a net made of steel cables. Kaze didn’t like 
it that he could see bits of the net where it stretched 
over the tips of the stalactites, but there wasn’t much 
they could do about that on such short notice. Even 
Blizzard and Sauron, with their great height, had had 
difficulty rigging the net way up there, and he sup- 
posed he should be happy if it just stayed in place until 
they dropped it. 

Then he looked at the ramshackle buildings that had 
been hastily constructed on the floor of the cave, 
among the towering stalagmites. Even the most pa- 
thetic hovels inhabited by Diablo’s slaves looked more 
inviting than these “homes,” and people stood in front 
of them, scared to go inside. He couldn’t blame them. 
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Kaze took some solace in the fact that Necrosan 
probably wasn’t an expert on human dwellings. His 
followers lived in the open, rotting in the sun and rain, 
and they were beyond caring about creature comforts. 
From afar, the buildings looked okay, Kaze supposed. 

At least the people were real, but there weren’t as 
many of them as he had hoped. Instead of a few 
thousand, there were only a few hundred, all of whom 
Kaze had gathered himself. True to form, Sinjin had 
disappeared early in the process, and he still hadn’t 
shown up yet. However, Diablo was present, lurking in 
the dark recesses of the cavern, so Kaze suspected that 
Sinjin had fallen prey to Necrosan or had been cut off 
by undead troops, unable to make his way back. Still 
there was always a chance that Sinjin would return in 
time with a large contingent of people to populate this 
bogus village. 

Vertigo was here, and so were Sauron, Slashfang, 
Talon, and of course Blizzard and Armadon. The only 
god missing was Chaos, which was just as well. In 
many respects, just having all of the gods in one 
confined place, not tearing one another apart, was a 
miracle. It gave Kaze hope that their plan might 
succeed. Of course, the gods were looking forward to 
tearing Necrosan apart as he lay helplessly entangled 
in steel mesh. Kaze just hoped the fighting started 
soon, before the gods began to take out their rage on 
one another, or on the people. Both Sauron and Diablo 
kept looking at the humans and licking their chops. 

Suddenly, there came a commotion from the mouth 
of the cavern, and their lookout, Keena, came running 
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back between the stalagmites. “They’re coming!” she 
shouted. 

“Necrosan?” asked Kaze. 

She shook her head. “No, just thousands and thou- 
sands of zombies, as far as the eye can see!” 

Kaze glanced back at a narrow passageway hidden 
in the recesses of the Hollows. It was their escape 
route, and he had told most of the humans about it. But 
he didn’t want them using it until they had Necrosan 
trapped inside and the gods were pummeling him. 
Ignoring Sinjin’s suggestion, Kaze had been honest 
with the people he had collected, and that was why he 
hadn’t convinced very many to come. 

“Guard the emergency exit,” he told Keena. “Don’t 
let anyone out until we lure Necrosan inside here.” 
The teenager nodded and rushed off. 

Slashfang bounded past Kaze, headed for the action, 
followed by the thunderous shapes of Armadon, Sau- 
ron, and Diablo. Within a matter of seconds, Kaze 
heard the roars and clash of combat as the foe was met 
at the mouth of the cavern. Kaze drew his sword just 
as Blizzard strode to his side. 

“This is risky business,” snorted the great ape. 

“I know,” said Kaze, looking downcast. He didn’t 
know why, but he suddenly had a very bad feeling 
about his plan. 


Sinjin raised his huge battle-ax and slammed it into the 
giant serpent curled around Malyssa’s neck. Even with 
all of his strength behind it, the ax cut no more than a 
few inches, but it caused the snake to spasm for a split 
second, and Malyssa pulled her head out and bent 


The Avatars 105 


over. She still had a second huge serpent wrapped 
around her waist, sucking the breath out of her, and she 
jammed her glowing staff into it. Sparks shot along the 
length of the reptile, and it loosened just enough for 
her to break away. 

Malyssa staggered to her knees, gasping for breath 
and rubbing her throat. “That’s . . . that’s weird. I 
normally get along well with snakes.” 

“They aren’t snakes,” said Sinjin. “Look.” 

She whirled around to see that the snakes were 
gone. In their place were the thick, bronze chains 
holding the broken door together. 

“Wow,” breathed Malyssa. She heard bones rattling, 
and she remembered that she and Sinjin were not alone 
in the narrow passageway thousands of feet below the 
surface. She looked up to see the horned skull of 
Necrosan hovering over her. His silvery tongue curled 
over his jagged teeth. 

“I would have let you die,” said the beast. “But 
Sinjin is apparently the sentimental sort.” 

“Oh, come on,” said Sinjin. “Urth would be a very 
boring place without Malyssa. I’m sure she will be of 
use to us.” 

Malyssa looked up at the hideous monster and 
batted her eyelashes. “Can’t we consider this a lover's 
quarrel?” 

“No more freelancing,” warned Necrosan. “The 
only reason I’m letting you live is that you didn’t tell 
Vertigo about the Bonds either. It’s amazing, but you 
humans seem to be better at treachery than your gods. 
I knew you were holding out on me, and it was Sinjin’s 
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idea to follow you. Fortunately, your magic leaves a 
trail.” 

“How long have you two been an item?” asked 
Malyssa. 

“He showed up right after you and Vertigo left,” 
answered Necrosan, “with news about a little trap they 
were setting for me. That’s fine, as their own foolish- 
ness will keep them busy. Now that we have the Bonds 
of Forbidding, those meddling gods will soon be 
history.” 

Malyssa looked doubtfully at the broken iron door 
and the charred rocks behind it. “It looks as if the 
earthquakes of a thousand years ago broke the door 
and the Bonds with it. At least the Guardians are still 
working.” 

“You can communicate with snakes,” said Sinjin. 
“Can you get some information out of them?” 

“T can try,” answered Malyssa, rubbing her throat. 
“But this time somebody else has to stick his neck in 
there.” 

Leveling his battle-ax in front of him, Sinjin took a 
cautious step toward the door. “The chains turned into 
snakes as soon as you touched the door. So let’s try it 
again, with my ax.” 

He hurled the ax into the door, and it wedged 
between two metal bars. At once, the dull chains 
turned into golden pythons, which squirmed all over 
the ax handle and blade. Malyssa stared at the magical 
serpents and concentrated. 

“We mean you no harm,” she told them. “We want 
to restore the Bonds of Forbidding.” 

One of the snakes lifted his head to look at her with 
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cold, yellow eyes, and a hissing voice sounded in her 
mind. “Shaking dropped rocks . . . broke door . . . 
closed portal. Bonds of Forbidding no more.” 

“Who cast the spell?” asked Malyssa. 

“Our master, Balsafas . . . Balsafas no more. Mages 
on other side cut off . . . cannot fix.” 

“If we fix the door,” said Malyssa, “will the spell 
work again?” 

“Yes,” came a hiss. 

Malyssa turned to Sinjin and Necrosan and quickly 
told them what she had learned. 

“What are we waiting for?” asked Necrosan with a 
gleam in his bloodshot eyes. 


Kaze twirled his sword and sliced off the head of a 
zombie, which bounced off a stalagmite with a sick- 
ening thud. When the headless body kept lurching 
forward, he gave it a swift kick in the crotch and sent 
it spiraling into two more zombies. Xiao bounded into 
the midst of the undead and dispatched three of them 
with swift kicks to their legs, breaking their kneecaps. 
Blizzard, Sauron, Diablo, and the other gods were 
chomping the zombies as quickly as they could, 
spitting out most of their foul flesh, but more undead 
kept pouring through the mouth of Armadon’s cavern. 
As Keena had said, they seemed to stretch as far as the 
eye could see. 

Kaze had hacked and sliced so many undead that his 
arms were getting weary. Huge numbers of wounded 
zombies writhed about on the ground, refusing to die, 
and the living humans stood behind the battle lines, 
cheering lustily at this grotesque spectacle. With the 
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gods on their side, they were easily holding their own 
against the undead, but the fighting was more disgust- 
ing than stirring. There was no sign whatsoever of 
Necrosan, and no sign whatsoever that the battle 
would ever end. 

“What a great plan!” shouted Xiao over the din of 
battle. The martial artist lashed out with a deadly foot 
and turned another zombie into an undead cripple. 

“Necrosan must have been warned!” answered Kaze. 
“They need him to create more undead, so why isn’t he 
here?” 

“Maybe he’s smarter than us,” grumbled Xiao, 
crunching a zombie with a karate blow to his neck. 
“How long do we keep this up?” 

“T don’t know,” admitted Kaze. 

The demoralizing battle continued at a stalemate for 
what seemed like days, and even the relentless dino- 
gods were beginning to weary of their task. The 
endless stream of zombies kept coming, and at long 
last the gods and their warriors were pushed deeper 
into the recesses of the cavern. Frightened people fled 
toward the emergency exit, but Keena turned them 
back. With their backs against the ramshackle houses 
they had built, Kaze began to despair. They couldn’t 
fight the undead forever, waiting for Necrosan to show 
up. 

Without warning, a monstrous, living rainbow came 
shooting through the mouth of the cave. The twisting 
rays of colored light were so blinding that even the 
zombies had to shield their eyes, and the gods them- 
selves roared in terror. Kaze sunk to his knees, but he 
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managed to keep his eyes open. A moment later, he 
wished he hadn’t. 

Each terrible beam of light streaked toward a 
dino-god and found its mark. Humans and zombies 
alike gaped in awe as the colored beams picked up 
Blizzard, Diablo, Vertigo, Sauron, Talon, Armadon, 
and Slashfang, and lifted them toward the roof of the 
cavern. Helplessly, the great gods hung suspended in 
the air, writhing in agony, before they were driven 
straight through the ceiling of rock and stalactites. 
Rubble thundered down, crushing many of the humans 
and zombies, and Kaze had to scurry for cover. 

This had to be an illusion! he thought desperately. 
But when he looked up, he saw with a sickened heart 
that it was no illusion. The dino-gods, the most 
ferocious force on Urth, had been utterly vanquished. 
There wasn’t anything left of them except for the 
gaping holes through which they had been spirited 
away. 

“Holy Mother of Sauron!” gasped Arik, standing 
beside Kaze and staring at the ceiling. 

There was no time to think about this catastrophe as 
the undead instantly resumed their attack. Without the 
gods to stand beside them, the humans were hope- 
lessly overwhelmed. Zombies were all over Kaze, and 
one of them sunk his teeth into his shoulder. He lopped 
off the zombie’s head, but it still clung to his flesh. 
Kaze had to use his sword to pry the teeth loose as he 
staggered for the emergency exit. 

“Retreat! Retreat!” shouted Arik. 

That was an unnecessary order, as the humans were 
already in panicked flight from the undead horde. 
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Keena was nearly run over as she tried to guard the 
exit. With zombies pouring into the cavern, Kaze 
turned back to perform one last, desperate act of 
heroism. 

Slashing and hacking through the horde like a 
berserk threshing machine, Kaze battled his way 
toward a rope tied to a ring on the wall. He heard a 
grunt and saw four zombies flying through the air, as 
Xiao smashed a path for him through the foe. This act 
of comraderie spurred Kaze onward, and he finally 
reached the rope which secured the net to the ceiling. 
With a mighty blow from his sword, he sliced the rope 
in two and dropped the steel mesh on top of hundreds 
of swarming zombies. 

Now he and Xiao had fewer undead to fight as they 
made their way toward the emergency exit, but their 
escape through the narrow tunnel couldn't dispell the 
heartsickness that swept over Kaze. They had suffered 
a horrendous defeat, losing Blizzard, Sauron, Arma- 
don, and all the gods at once. And this disastrous battle 
plan had been his idea. Was there ever a blacker hour 
than this? 

He and Xiao squirmed through the narrow tunnel 
and finally emerged into the light of day, which proved 
that they had been fighting for something like twelve 
hours. Only Keena was waiting for them on the 
outside. 

“Is anyone else coming?” she asked breathlessly. 

“I doubt it,” muttered Kaze. “Help me move the 
rock!” 

The three of them used their last ounce of strength 
to push a huge boulder in front of the entrance to the 
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tunnel, thus preventing the zombies from pursuing 
them. 

“What happened to the gods?” asked Keena, nearly 
in tears. 

Kaze slumped wearily onto a fallen log and wiped 
the blood off his wounded shoulder. “I used to tell the 
story of the Bonds of Forbidding to the children in the 
temple, but I never thought I would see them. I can’t 
think of anything else it could possibly be. Someone 
has restored the Bonds, and the gods are again 
banished.” 

“] think we know who that someone is,” answered 
Xiao. He slapped Kaze on the shoulder, and the 
shaman winced with pain. “Don’t feel too bad. It was 
a good plan, and you fought bravely. Necrosan wasn’t 
present because he was busy finding and restoring the 
Bonds of Forbidding. You couldn't have known that.” 

Despondently, Kaze shook his head. “It was a 
disastrous plan, and we are defeated. What do we do 
now?” 

“We don’t give up!” shouted Keena. “As long as 
we're alive, we must keep fighting Necrosan!” 

Xiao scratched his jaw thoughtfully. “Listen, if 
Necrosan managed to find the Bonds of Forbidding, 
then so can we. We know they can be broken, as they 
were a thousand years ago. Our mission is clear—find 
the Bonds of Forbidding and break them again!” 

“Yes!” exclaimed Keena. “We will bring back the 
gods, or die trying.” 

Grasping this glimmer of hope, Kaze rose to his 
feet. “Where have the others gone?” 

“Arik said that the survivors should meet tonight 
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after darkness in the Cove,” answered Keena. “It’s as 
safe as anywhere else.” 

“We should get some rest until then,” said Kaze. 
“If the three of us stick together, we can alternate 
watches.” 

Xiao nodded somberly. “Why not? I've lost every- 
one else—my entire family, all my students and 
friends, and now my god. The shamans of the banished 
gods will be my new family.” 

Keena frowned and snapped her talons together. “I 
wonder what happened to Sinjin and Malyssa? Are 
they still alive?” 


Sitting on the veranda of Necrosan’s new castle, Sinjin 
hoisted a goblet of champagne to his partners. “Here’s 
to our victory! And freedom!” 

Malyssa lifted her goblet and drained the bubbly 
liquid, while Necrosan just smiled in appreciation. It 
seemed absolutely incredible to her that the gods, who 
had dictated every aspect of their lives for a thousand 
years, could suddenly be gone. There was no doubt 
that they—and especially Necrosan—had achieved a 
major victory today. But looking at the hideous beast 
sitting on his bony haunches beside her, Malyssa 
wasn’t sure how much freedom she and Sinjin had 
won. 

“T hate to add a note of caution,” she said, “but 
Chaos is still roaming around, and so are the gods’ 
shamans. They could still cause us a lot of problems.” 

Sinjin laughed and wiped his brawny forearm across 
his red lips and sharpened teeth. “Nonsense. What 
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could a handful of muscle-bound idiots do to derail our 
plans? We’ll hunt them down without mercy.” 

Necrosan shifted his bones around. “Now, General 
Sinjin, I'm afraid that our lovely sorceress may have a 
point. These same idiots wiped out thirty thousand of 
my troops in one night, with your help. Remember, the 
gods are not dead, they are merely banished. Unless 
we are diligent, the shamans could destroy the Bonds 
of Forbidding and free their lumbering heroes.” 

“We'll post a great army around the gorge,” said 
Sinjin confidently. 

“And then everybody will know exactly where it 
is,” countered Malyssa. “I think the location of the 
portal should remain secret, except for the three of us.” 

Necrosan swiveled his massive skull around to gaze 
into her eyes. “And if we leave it unprotected, either 
one of you could disable the Bonds, now that you 
know how they work.” 

“Why would we do that?” purred Malyssa, knowing 
there could be several good reasons. The biggest one 
was sitting in front of them, swishing his tail back and 
forth. 

“IT don’t know,” said Necrosan. “You tell me.” 

Sinjin slammed his goblet onto the table. “Wait a 
minute, we can use our old standby, treachery, to 
deliver the shamans into your clutches. None of them 
know that Malyssa and I have sided with you. As far 
as they know, we were simply unable to reach the 
Hollows in time to be of any help. If we keep our 
alliance secret, we can keep their trust. Then we’ ll find 
the perfect moment to betray them.” 

Necrosan sat back, looking pleased. “Yes, that is a 
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fine plan, General Sinjin. What do you say, Sorcer- 
ess?” 

She tapped her chin thoughtfully. “I’m not sure how 
much they actually trust Sinjin and me, but we should 
find out what they are up to. Actually, Necrosan, you 
already have the means to lure Blizzard's high shaman 
to you—below us in your dungeon.” 

“I do?” Necrosan leaned forward with curiosity. 

“You have his betrothed, the woman named Kim. I 
learned that when you stuck me in the burial mound 
with her.” 

Necrosan leaned back, grinning, and put his skeletal 
claws together. “There are days when I can do no 
wrong. I'll leave it to you to get word to him about 
that.” 

“Oh, don’t worry,” said Malyssa with a sly smile. “I 
will.” 

“Now there is nothing the gods can do to stop me!” 
crowed Necrosan. “I mean, us,” he corrected himself. 

Malyssa was not so certain of that, nor was she 
certain that she could trust Necrosan. Nevertheless, 
She lifted her glass and made a toast. “To victory. And 
misery for our enemies.” 

“To victory and misery!” echoed Sinjin gleefully. 


NINE 


The Avatars 


BLIZZARD LAY SCRUNCHED UNCOMFORTABLY UNDER MAS- 
sive sheets of ice, deep within a glacier, surrounded by 
the blue glow of the Bonds of Forbidding. He had a 
strong sense of déja vu. This time, however, he didn’t 
expend several days’ worth of energy trying to batter 
his way out of his icy prison. He knew that was 
pointless. Nor did he simply drop off to sleep for 
several million years—that was also pointless. 

Although Blizzard had been in this predicament 
before, there was one big difference this time. Not all 
of his followers were dead. Most of them were dead, 
or turned undead, but he was certain that Kaze had 
survived. 

The immortal ape had actually feared this day might 
come, and this time he was prepared. After a thousand 
years of working closely with his human shamans, he 
had formulated a plan in case he was banished again, 
and now it was time to put his plan into action. But this 
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desperate act wouldn’t do any good unless Necrosan 
was defeated in the bargain, and for that he needed to 
make sure that all of the other gods underwent the 
same transformation. 

He had never tried to initiate telepathic contact with 
his dreaded enemies—the dinosaur gods—but now 
they were no longer his enemies. As long as Necrosan 
ruled the Urth, they were his unlikely allies. And they 
might just be desperate enough to entertain the pro- 
posal he was about to make. Certainly, they didn’t 
have any other options, unless they were willing to 
wait sixty million years for another asteroid to hit the 
Urth. 

The immortal yeti closed his eyes and meditated, 
sending his thoughts all over the planet and even to the 
moon, where Vertigo was imprisoned. 

“Vertigo, are you there?” 

After cutting loose with a blistering string of curses, 
the sorceress responded, “Where else would I be? 
What do you want?” 

“Be patient, and keep listening. Sauron, are you 
there?” 

An enraged roar echoed in his mind, and he knew he 
had the tyrannosaur’s attention. One by one, Blizzard 
made telepathic contact with the other imprisoned 
gods, until he had all six of them, excluding Chaos, 
who was still roaming free. He would attend to Chaos 
later. 

“Listen to me,” commanded Blizzard, “and do not 
interrupt, for I am only going to explain this once. We 
may appear to be defeated, but this is not so. By 
sacrificing some of our magic, we can exchange places 
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with a human on the surface—an avatar. This can only 
be for brief periods of time, and we must choose our 
avatars well, because they will inherit tremendous 
abilities. In fact, they will be the ones to choose when 
to invoke these powers and exchange places with us. 
To our enemies and followers, it will appears as if they 
have become us.” 

Blizzard went on, “Once we transfer our power to 
our avatars, we will be weaker, but that is unavoidable. 
Even with all of our strength, we are helpless, trapped 
in these prisons by the Bonds of Forbidding. This 
transfer of power is the only way that we can again 
walk the Urth and defeat Necrosan.” 

Diablo roared with rage, and Blizzard let the T-rex’s 
anger die down before he concluded, “I will do this, 
and | urge you do it as well. The humans will need all 
of us, even for brief periods, if we hope to defeat 
Necrosan. With our help, the avatars may even be able 
to find the Bonds of Forbidding, destroy them, and 
release us permanently. If we do not act now, Necro- 
san will surely defeat our scattered followers, and we 
will never be free.” 

There came a profound silence as the gravity of this 
plan, and their predicament, sunk in. 

“What the ape says is true,” replied Vertigo. “I have 
always known that we had the power to choose 
avatars, but I could never imagine using it—until now. 
After you choose a human to be your avatar, he must 
not only accept the duty—he must defeat you in 
battle, in the dreamworld.” 

There were several growls of discontent at this 
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notion, but none of the gods refused to take part. They 
all knew how serious the situation was. 

“Once you have chosen,” warned Vertigo, “only the 
death of the avatar will break the bond. What say 
you?” 

“Death to Necrosan!” roared Armadon, and the 
others followed suit with deafening roars of approval. 


Kaze stood first watch as Keena and Xiao slept in the 
shade of a gently waving willow tree, beside a clear, 
green pond. The boughs of the willow tree dipped 
gracefully into the water, painting a trail of tiny leaves 
which swirled gently in the wake of a slow-swimming 
turtle. The warrior stood up and made a quick survey 
of the horizon, but he saw nothing but a flock of birds. 
So he leaned against the tree and yawned, bone-weary 
from their endless battle. 

In this idyllic setting, it was hard to believe that a 
horrible monster was leading an army of zombies 
against the dispirited remnants of humanity. With Kim 
gone, Blizzard gone, and the Temple of Burizado 
destroyed, Kaze was beginning to wonder why he 
should keep living. He gazed at the swirling leaves in 
the pond and imagined that they were forming into the 
shape of a snow goose, winging its way over the Cliff. 
More than anything, he wanted to go back to that 
simpler time, to the days before the terrible smoke had 
blackened the sky. If only they had known, they could 
have destroyed Necrosan’s egg. Instead, they had built 
a shrine around it and worshipped it. 

As Kaze watched the willow leaves float on the 
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pond, he fell into a trance, and a voice entered his 
mind. “Kaze, it is I.” 

“Blizzard,” he breathed. “Are you all right?” 

“T am alive. Listen carefully, for I must conserve my 
energy. If you agree, I would like to give you a great 
power, and a great responsibility. I want you to 
become my avatar. In times of extreme danger or 
necessity, you may choose to exchange places with me 
for brief periods, no more than an hour for each day. 
We will be united in a way that no god and human 
have ever been united—I will know your thoughts, 
and you mine. In effect, we will be the same being. If 
you do not agree to this transformation, I will choose 
another. Do you agree?” 

“I would be honored,” answered the shaman. 

“Good. But first, you must defeat me in battle.” 

Before Kaze could protest, he found himself on a 
strange, amber plain with daggerlike spikes growing 
from the crunchy soil. A sparkling yellow mist perme- 
ated the air, and the warrior knew he was no longer in 
regular time or space. He reached for his sword, only 
to find that he no longer possessed it, then he heard a 
growl. Kaze whirled around to see a hulking blue 
shape emerge from the mist. It was Blizzard in full 
rage, and he thumped his chest and roared to the 
heavens. 

Fear had an odd effect on the shaman—he began to 
grow, until he was as tall as Blizzard himself. Kaze’s 
breath came in frosty spurts, and he shouted, sending 
out a blast of cold air. Blizzard barely managed to 
block the icy cloud, then he charged Kaze. Fist to fist, 
chin to chin, the man and the ape grappled as equals, 
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smashing each other with mega-punches, stunning 
each other with ice geysers. Kaze’s stomach twisted 
with fear, and he knew he was fighting for his 
life—not just his life, but the life of everyone on Urth. 
He had to prove that he was worthy enough to lead the — 
humans against Necrosan. 

The battle raged for minutes, or weeks—it was 
impossible to tell in the bizarre dreamworld. Finally 
Kaze felt himself getting stronger, as Blizzard seemed 
to grow weaker. It was as if he were stealing the god’s 
very strength and powers from him, but he knew it had 
to be. In a culmination of all his cunning and training — 
and the powers he had stolen from Blizzard—Kaze 
smashed his fist through the ape’s jaw and out the back 
of his skull. 

The dream-Blizzard slumped into a furry pile upon 
the ground and dissolved into the amber stones, and 
Kaze beat his chest in triumph. 


Lying in a drunken stupor on Necrosan’s veranda, 
Malyssa had the strangest dream she had ever had. It 
even topped the one where she was Kaze’s dutiful 
wife. She found herself standing on a stark, eerie plain, 
where the sky was as black as if it were midnight; yet 
the gray ground was brightly lit by an immense blue 
sun looming overhead. Drawn by some inexplicable 
force, Malyssa strode across this bizarre landscape to- 
ward spindly, distant mountains. 

She climbed the mountains and found herself in a 
vast crater unlike any she had ever seen. In the center 
of the crater was a glowing purple ball, and Vertigo 
hung suspended in the sphere of light. 
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“Good,” hissed the god. “I feared you were dead!” 

“What happened to you?” asked Malyssa, although 
she knew perfectly well what had happened to Vertigo. 
Under the circumstances, she thought it best to feign 
ignorance. 

“Necrosan must have found the Bonds of Forbid- 
ding and gotten them working again. Listen, because 
we haven't much time.” 

As Malyssa’s eyes widened with delight, Vertigo 
explained that she had chosen the sorceress to be her 
avatar, Never one to tur down power, Malyssa 
quickly accepted the honor, although she wasn’t sure 
how often she would deign to exchange places with 
her imprisoned god on this dreary rock. 

“There is one thing you must do for me,” insisted 
Vertigo. “Go to Necrosan and apologize for me! Offer 
him my allegiance and undying devotion. Better yet, 
let’s exchange places, and I will do it myself. Yes, I'll 
tell Necrosan that I will rule by his side!” 

“You mean, we will rule by his side,” said Malyssa. 
“You can’t go anywhere without me.” 

Vertigo hissed. “Yes, I suppose that is what I mean. 
By the way, I forgot to mention one small thing—you 
have to defeat me before you can have my powers!” 

Before Malyssa could react, Vertigo leaped down 
from her glowing prison and stalked toward the 
sorceress, snapping her tail ominously. Malyssa hissed 
back and rose to her full height—then just kept rising. 
She grew a foot per second until she was exactly 
the same height as Vertigo. Ah, this is more like it! she 
thought. 

They lashed at each other with their daggerlike 
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claws, and blood sprayed across the dusty rocks. 
Exhausted, the dinosaur and the human retreated and 
hurled venomous spit and voodoo spells at each other, 
It was incredible, but Malyssa possessed every one of 
Vertigo’s powers, and she used them against the beast 
with merciless precision. As Vertigo fell back under 
the deluge of evil magic, Malyssa felt herself getting 
stronger, invincible. So this was what it was like to 
defeat a god! She liked it. 

As Vertigo cowered before her, Malyssa unleashed 
the most deadly spell of all—the petrify finishing 
move. Rings of deadly magic engulfed the hapless 
dinosaur, and she froze like a statue. Malyssa strode up 
to her and struck her on the nose with a long, painted 
fingernail. The goddess of sorcery crumbled into dust. 

Malyssa howled with laughter. “Yes!” 


Lying in the shade of the willow tree, Keena stirred in 
her sleep. She was having a remarkable dream, in 
which Talon spoke to her from somewhere deep within 
the Urth. The god explained how he had chosen Keena 
to be his avatar, even though he had doubts about the 
teenager’s age and lack of experience. But he didn’t 
doubt Keena’s courage. With this remarkable power, 
she would be able to exchange places with the god in 
order to defeat their enemies, at least temporarily. She 
also had to swear to search for the Bonds of Forbid- 
ding and find a way to restore Talon to the Urth 
permanently. 

“T have already sworn to do so,” answered Keena. 

“Then you will wear the stripes of Talon across your 
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shoulders to mark you as my avatar. Never let the 
gauntlets leave your hands.” 

“They never shall,” promised Keena. She cried out 
in agony as razor-sharp talons ripped into her shoul- 
ders. 

When Keena recovered from the terrible pain, she 
looked up to see the giant raptor hovering over her, as 
if he was about to devour her. “You must prove you are 
worthy,” rasped Talon. 

Rather than running in fear, Keena grew in fear, 
until she was as big as the god himself. With the pain 
of his claw marks still searing her flesh, Keena needed 
no incentive to fight. She threw herself at the god and 
battled him to a standstill with her flying claws. The 
bizarre underground chamber seemed to shift in size 
around them as the two combatants cut each other to 
ribbons. The harder Malyssa fought, the stronger she 
grew, until she slashed and pounded the raptor into 
submission. Finally she hurled the dazed god over a 
ledge into a chasm. 

Keena looked at the bloody corpse at the bottom of 
the chasm and wept. “I’m sorry!” 

“T am not,” said a voice, “for I have chosen well.” 


Xiao dreamt that he walked behind a towering water- 
fall and descended deep into the Urth, where he met 
his great god, Slashfang. Only something was terribly 
wrong—Slashfang was wedged inside a jagged crev- 
ice of rocks and imprisoned in beams of golden light. 
Xiao was horrified by the sight and nearly bolted from 
the ungodly place, but the god of the sabertooths spoke 
to him and cautioned him not to run. He had a great _ 
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honor to bestow upon the martial arts expert, which 
explained in detail. 

The warrior readily agreed to become Slashfang’ 
avatar, but this was not enough for the god. Xiao 
to fight for the privilege. In this incredible dream, he 
grew to the size of a god and battled Slashfang under 
the pounding waterfall. Many times, Xiao lifted the 
sabertooth into the air and hurled him against the 
rocks, and many times the giant cat struck him down 
with his immense claws. As their chests heaved with 
exhaustion, Slashfang lashed out one last time, raking 
his claws across Xiao’s chest. The warrior howled with — 
pain and grabbed the cat by the throat. He was about 
to kill the sabertooth when the dream suddenly ended. 

Xiao shook himself awake and sat up, feeling 
utterly exhausted. He looked at Kaze and Keena, both 
of whom were sitting quietly by the pool of water, 
washing themselves. “Wow, what a weird dream.” 

“It was no dream,” said Kaze. “Look at your chest.” 

Xiao looked down at his brawny chest and saw 
jagged claw marks, from which blood was still flow- 
ing. Xiao had never been bloodied in battle before, and 
it was a sobering sight. Even more sobering was the 
immense responsibility that Slashfang had given him. 
He glanced again at his comrades and saw blood 
flowing from what looked like stripes on Keena’s 
shoulders. 

“Then it’s true.” 

“We are no longer mere humans,” said Keena 
gravely, sounding much older than the teenager she 
had been a few hours earlier. “We are avatars to the © 
gods.” 
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Tor stood before his god, Armadon, with tears staining 
his cheeks. The brawny warrior could barely stand to 
see his beloved god so helpless, pinned under a dozen 
mammoth stalactites and held prisoner by pulsing 
green rays of light. But he didn’t flinch from his 
immense responsibility and the quest to save Gaia 
from extinction at the hands of Necrosan and those 
other foul beasts. 

He lowered himself to one knee and bowed his 
head. “I accept this charge, O Holy One. I will avenge 
you against all those who profane the Urth.” 

Armadon managed to nod his great horned head. “I 
knew I had chosen well. Although you lack experi- 
ence, you make up for it in strength and goodness of 
spirit. In addition to the power to morph into the great 
Armadon, I bestow upon you one more gift. Go to my 
crypt in the Hollows, and open it. There you will find 
the Armor of Gaia, This magical suit of armor will 
increase your already massive strength.” 

Tor looked up. “The Hollows are overrun with 
zombies.” 

“Go in my form,” said the god. “You must never be 
afraid, Tor. In fact, your courage must be tested.” 

Then Armadon did a remarkable thing. He shook his 
great horned head, breaking apart the stalactites which 
held him fast, and they crumbled like chalk. With a 
roar, the mighty god rushed Tor and knocked him back 
on his rear end. The warrior shook off the blow and 
leaped to his feet. To his astonishment, he found that 
he was now the same immense height as Armadon. He 
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put down his head and bowled into the dinosaur, 
sending him crashing into a cave wall. 

With mighty grunts, the two behemoths struggled in _ 
the underground chamber, knocking down walls and 
stalagmites, shaking the dreamworld to its core. In- 
credibly, the longer they fought, the more strength Tor 
possessed, while Armadon wheezed and groaned, — 
obviously weakening. The human hit the dinosaur 
with a head butt and then an uppercut, and the beast 
Staggered. Using Armadon’s most deadly fatality move, 
Tor curled into a ball and meditated, sending out a 
shimmering network of energy beams to attack the _ 
god. Armadon turned as black as Necrosan’s heart, 
then exploded. 

As the ashes fluttered down, Tor stood up, knowing 
that he had earned the right to wear the Armor of Gaia. 
He would never be afraid again. 


In a strange dream, Arik found himself swimming 
deeper and deeper into the freezing ocean, and he 
passed wrecked ships and the sprawling ruins of cities 
he had never known existed. Finally he came upon the 
pillars of a huge temple, and he saw bubbles floating 
from the marble tomb. With swift kicks, he swam 
inside, and there he found his god, Sauron, chained to 
the statue of a bearded man with a trident in his hand. 
The tyrannosaurus was surrounded by a glowing ball 
of yellow light, and he roared his greeting to his 
shaman. 

The human swam right into the light and found a 
pocket of air in which he could breathe. Dripping wet, 
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he bowed to his god. “Who has wrought this awful 
wrong?” he demanded. “I will butcher him for you!” 

“Necrosan!” roared the T-rex. “And when you 
butcher him, you will not stand alone.” 

The god explained that he had chosen Arik to be his 
avatar, and that they could now work together to 
vanquish their enemies. Sauron was not a sentimental 
god, but he almost looked wistful as he said, “You 
were going to be crowned king of Rosaunia, but now 
you will be even greater—you will be the avatar of 
Sauron. But only if you are brave enough to defeat 
me.” 

Suddenly, the chains dropped away, and the yellow 
ball of light expanded until it filled the whole under- 
ground temple, pushing the ocean outside. Freed from 
his bonds, Sauron lunged for Arik and raked a huge V 
across his chest with his massive claws. Arik howled 
in pain and flexed his muscles, which expanded like 
the magical light until he was as tall as the great 
dinosaur himself. He grabbed Sauron by the neck and 
hurled him into the statue, which shuddered and 
crumbled all around them. 

In a battle for the ages, giant beast and giant man 
slashed and gnawed at each other until the floor of the 
temple ran red. As Arik’s strength and cunning grew, 
he found that he could employ all of Sauron’s deadly 
tactics against him—stun roar, primal scream, earth- 
quake stomp—and he reduced the dinosaur to a 
quivering, dazed lump. Roaring with triumph, Arik 
jumped upon the helpless beast and ripped out his 
heart with his teeth. 

“No mercy,” said a gruff voice with satisfaction. 
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“Yes, that is how you must fight Necrosan, who has 
stolen your birthright.” 

Breathlessly, Arik looked up to see his god again 
imprisoned in the yellow light. “No mercy,” vowed 
Arik. “Only death!” 

“Go now!” roared the god. “And bring thunderous 
revenge upon all those who have wronged us!” 

“Revenge!” vowed Arik. 


With his battle-ax leveled in front of him, Sinjin 
walked cautiously into a scalding underground inferno 
of bubbling lava pits, spewing geysers, and noxious 
gases. Even his cold, greedy heart couldn’t prepare 
him for what he was to find—mired up to his neck in 
a huge lake of flaming lava, surrounded by a blood-red 
glow, was Diablo. 

Seeing the god was helpless, Sinjin relaxed and 
lowered his ax. “You summoned me?” he asked. 

The tyrannosaurus roared with anger and frustra- 
tion, but he finally calmed down enough to explain 
about the avatars. “You were not my first choice,” 
grumbled the god, “but all of my shamans seem to be 
dead. And some of them were alive only this morn- 
ing.” 

“A pity,” said Sinjin with a smile, “but these are 
dangerous times we live in.” 

“T notice that you are still alive, despite that debacle 
down in the Hollows.” 

Sinjin shrugged. “A good soldier knows when to 
retreat, and when not to fight at all. If you’ll remem- 
ber, I was opposed to Kaze’s stupid plan. I may not be 
a good person, but I am a good soldier.” 
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“Perhaps I need someone who is hateful, wicked, 
and treacherous. That describes you perfectly.” 

Sinjin cocked his head, his eyes gleaming above his 
veil. “I will be able to turn into you whenever / wish?” 

“For brief periods of time. But only if you defeat me 
first.” 

Sinjin watched in amazement as the dinosaur lum- 
bered out of the lava lake and began to stalk him. The 
general’s first impulse was to escape, but he felt 
himself getting stronger . . . and bigger. When he 
grew to the same size as Diablo, his ax was like a 
toothpick in his hand, and he tossed it away and 
laughed. A fireball shot from the man’s hand and 
engulfed the startled dinosaur. 

With a monstrous roar, Diablo charged Sinjin, and 
they grappled tooth and nail, fighting to the death, 
When Diablo unleashed a fireball, Sinjin met it with 
incinerator breath, and the cavern walls were soon 
glowing and melting all around them from the incred- 
ible heat. Sinjin could feel his limbs getting stronger as 
he punched and kicked Diablo into a corner, With glee, 
he beat his god into submission, then he reared back 
and unleashed a blast of flame that reduced the 
dinosaur to a pile of blackened bones. 

“TL accept!” said Sinjin with a wicked laugh. 

The voice of his god sounded defeated as it asked, 
“Can you get word to Necrosan that I am willing to 
make a truce?” 

“A truce?” asked Sinjin, surprised. “It’s quite dan-- 
gerous to get close to Necrosan, but I can try. 
However, I don’t see that you have very much to 
bargain with.” 
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Diablo roared in rage, and Sinjin turned to see him 
once again in the lava pit, struggling in vain to escape 
from the Bonds of Forbidding. “Then kill him! Just do 
something to get me out of here!” 

Bowing, Sinjin backed away from the enraged 
T-rex. “I'll do what I can.” { 

As Diablo’s anguished roars shook the cavern, 
Sinjin grabbed his ax and ran from the dreamworld. 
What a stroke of luck! he thought. The ability to 
morph into Diablo would give him the leverage he 
needed against Necrosan, either to defeat the beast and 
rule Urth alone, or to at least survive if Necrosan 
turned against him. 

Yes, things were definitely looking up! 


In the dark jungle of the Ruins, where tilted skycrapers 
housed a chattering population of monkeys and birds, 
a man who was not a man thrashed about in a pit of 
simian waste. He groaned so loudly that he startled a 
flock of crows, who fled from their roost, cawing and 
hooting. They circled around the shivering figure, not 
knowing what to make of his condition. Usually the 
giant ape was careless enough to leave them a bit of 
carrion upon which to feed, so they respected him. But 
something was definitely wrong with Chaos today, as 
he kept shifting back and forth between a simian shape 
and a human shape. 

Even as a human, Chaos wasn’t too pretty. He had 
long, snakelike strands of hair; dark, sunken eyes; and 
a muscular frame covered with hand-carved tattoos 
and ritual scars. For a lucid moment, he remembered 
that his human name was Shank Traff, and that he had 
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once been a brilliant scientist who passed himself off 
to the superstitious as a witch doctor. But the next 
moment, he was again Chaos, a deranged, seventeen- 
foot-tall ape who loved his own bodily functions more 
than anything on Urth. 

What was happening to him? He continued to thrash 
about in his own filth, trying to hold on to one shape 
or another for more than a few seconds. Through sheer 
force of will, the human emerged in control for several 
moments, during which time he grabbed a thick metal 
pipe and began banging it on the ground. The monoto- 
nous rhythm of his drumming allowed Shank to 
concentrate and maintain his human shape, although 
he still twitched and moaned as he fought internally 
with his baser self. 

“Chaos?” came a voice in his head. 

“Aaaagh!” he screamed, holding his temples. He 
was used to hearing voices in his head, but this was a 
strange one. At the same time, it was oddly familiar. 

“Chaos, it is Blizzard.” 

“What are you doing to me?” he howled, setting the 
monkeys in the skyscrapers to shrieking. 

“I’m not doing anything to you. Necrosan has 
restored the Bonds of Forbidding, sending all of the 
other gods into limbo. With me gone, your mutation 
had become unstable. Are you human now?” 

Shank looked down at his naked loins, stuck in a 
pile of filth. “If you can call it that.” 

“Try to stay that way. We need you to help us defeat 
Necrosan.” 

“Necrosan?” asked Shank, twitching and farting. 
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Feeling himself slipping back into his animalistic } 
shape, he began to beat his pipe more ferociously. 
“Yes, Necrosan—the monster who defeated us, | 
who stole our followers!” 
“T hate you all!” blubbered Shank, smashing his 
pipe into the ground. 

“You must help us to destroy him,” insisted the 
weird voice. 7 
“Go away!” roared Shank. “I must destroy all the 

gods—only then will I be cured! J must be cured!” 
“Listen to me—” ‘ 
It was too late. The tortured creature was again an_ 
orange gorilla, playing happily in the slop with his 
new toy, 


EIN 


Mind Games 


THe COVE WAS A RUGGED STRETCH OF BEACHFRONT 
property that had belonged to Sauron for a thousand 
years, ever since he claimed it in the aftermath of the 
Great Cataclysm. Immense boulders jutted from 
the dark sand like shark’s teeth, forming a jagged 
frame around an ancient temple, or a museum built to 
look like one. The temple was crumbling in the 
relentless surf, yet it added a measure of dignity to the 
foreboding shore. Nobody knew why Sauron fre- 
quented the Cove, except that it was secluded, danger- 
ous, and near the sea to which he had been banished 
once before, and now again. 

As ruby-streaked clouds heralded the sunset, the 
avatars of the gods gathered in this remote place. Even 
Sinjin and Malyssa stepped upon the ancient battle- 
ground, wrapped in dark robes, looking somber and 
prepared for war. Kaze wondered how they had known 
about the meeting when they had been missing in 
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action the night before. In reality, how could they not 
know? Ever since this morning, they had been part 
god. There had been another drastic shift in the 
balance of power on Urth, and no one knew how these 
seven humans would cope with the ability to summon 
godlike strength and powers. They themselves didn’t 
know what they controlled, or what controlled them. 

In the battle of the night before, the avatars had 
fought side by side, but now they were wary and 
pensive as they circled one another. Kaze had always 
distrusted Sinjin and Malyssa, but he couldn’t explain 
his gnawing hostility toward Arik, Tor, Keena, and 
Xiao. It was as if primal hatreds and memories had 
suddenly permeated his mind, forcing him to look at 
these people through belligerent eyes, More than 
anything on Urth, he wanted to rip them apart. 

It was Sinjin who decided to test his new powers 
first. With an evil laugh, he planted his battle-ax in the 
sand and lifted his arms to the sky. His laughter 
degenerated into a thunderous roar as his body ex- 
panded to three times its normal height; his swarthy 
skin morphed into reddish scales, his hands became 
claws, and his teeth grew to eight inches in length. 
Within seconds, the human had become a godlike 
Tyrannosaurus rex, the most dreaded predator to ever 
stalk the Urth. 

Out of sheer orneriness, Diablo crouched and snapped 
his enormous jaws at Keena, who slashed back at him 
with the spikes on her gauntlets. Then she, too, began 
to shift and grow, and she rose from the sand as Talon, 
the god of the raptors. The two gods were quickly at 
each other’s throat, ripping, leaping, and lashing their 
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tails with wild abandon. Kaze felt an enormous rush of 
adrenaline as he watched the battle, and he felt himself 
growing more animalistic, more instinctive, more 
aware of the awesome strength in his body. Though 
he hadn't yet chosen to change places with Blizzard, 
the yeti was already a part of him! The beast was 
struggling to get out—to conquer and rule over his 
ancient enemies. 

This strange merging of personalities was not some- 
thing Kaze had expected, and he wondered how he 
would control the animal that now possessed him. At 
the same time, he knew that Blizzard and the other 
gods were also facing unknown feelings of sympathy, 
empathy, and greed that were common only to hu- 
mans. How would they cope? Would they try to exert 
more and more pressure on their human counterparts 
to release them from their dreary tombs, even briefly? 
Or would they realize that they were now part of a 
unique partnership, a partnership in which both halves 
had to succumb to the will of the other. 

Kaze saw Xiao suddenly lurch forward onto his hands 
and knees, black and tan hair sprouting all over his body 
as he grew in size. Malyssa jerked her head back and 
lashed her tongue wildly as her curvaceous body trans- 
formed into a hideous, snakelike dinosaur—named Ver- 
tigo. All around him, humans were losing their humanity 
and reverting to animal form, and Kaze realized that 
unless he changed, too, he would be torn apart by these 
dangerous creatures. 

“All right, Blizzard, I invite you to come out and 
play.” 

His body snapped like a whip, and he felt himself 
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plunging into cold, damp, darkness. The warrior nearly 
blacked out from the incredible strain of the exchange, 
and it took all of his powers of concentration to keep 
his sanity and his consciousness. A moment later, he 
gazed in despair at his new surroundings deep within 
a glacier—all he could see was ice, dully illuminated 
by manacles of blue light. Kaze tried not to shiver, but 
it was a cold, lonely prison. Now he understand why 
Blizzard kept to his solitude so much, and why he 
wanted to escape so badly from this tomb, badly 
enough to relinquish his powers to a human. 

I'm free! thought Blizzard, gazing warily at the 
familiar battleground of the Cove. His ancient enemy, 
Armadon, plowed into him and knocked him back on 
his rear end, spinning like a top. Even that felt good! 
He leaped to his feet and pummeled the armored 
dinosaur with a mega-punch followed by a head butt, 
and Armadon collapsed with an “Oomph.” It felt 
glorious to be using his strength and cunning once 
again! Still, there was a nagging feeling that he 
shouldn't enjoy this mindless sport too much, because 
there was serious business at hand. The god hated 
feeling so damned sober and responsible, as if too 
much of Kaze had rubbed off on him. 

For an hour, the gods battled one another with 
zestful abandon, as in the days of old. Even the losers 
enjoyed the contests of strength, endurance, and agil- 
ity. With no lands or followers to conquer, the sheer 
joy of combat was prize enough. When the hour was 
over, there was a bittersweet moment before the gods 
realized they had to go back to their icy prisons. They 
turned in unison to Blizzard and bowed with respect, 
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knowing it had been his initiative that had allowed 
them these joyful moments of freedom. Even Diablo 
and Vertigo gave the ape grudging nods of recognition. 

“fm not going back!” thundered Sauron, roaring at 
the starlit sky. 

But he was going back, and so were all the rest of 
them. One by one, the giant gods faded from view, to 
be replaced by humans, who looked tiny and anemic in 
comparison. As Blizzard had been the last to arrive, he 
was the last to leave, and he watched the transforma- 
tions with a mixture of awe and sadness. The gods had 
placed their very existence in the hands of these puny 
mortals, and he feared that they were not up to the 
task, even with the help of the gods. 

Blizzard spoke to the humans in their tongue. “We 
are counting on you. Do not fail us.” 

Malyssa smirked. “Or you'll do what?” 

Blizzard roared and shook his fist at the upstart 
sorceress, but in the next instant he was back in his cruel 
prison beneath the ice, immobilized by the Bonds of 
Forbidding. The sudden transformation made him feel 
helpless and defeated, and he sunk back on his frigid bed, 
trying to remember his placid days on the Cliff, sur- 
rounded by his faithful yeti and then by these loyal if 
foolish humans. Could they possibly be the saviors of 
Urth? It just didn’t seem possible. 

With considerable relief, Kaze felt the sand spread 
under his feet as he sniffed the bracing, salt-scented air 
of the Cove. He didn’t even mind listening to the 
debate that was already in progress. 

“Listen,” said Keena, snapping her talons for em- 
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phasis, “we've got to destroy the Bonds of Forbidding 
and return the gods to the Urth!” 

“Why?” asked Sinjin. “We are much more powerful 
now that we have the strength and cunning of the gods — 
whenever we need it, without having to suffer their 
arrogance. We now control them instead of the other 
way around. I like this new arrangement! Why would 
I want to change it?” 

Tor, who was wearing an impressive new suit of 
armor, stepped forward and shook his deadly mace at — 
Sinjin. “Because if you don’t, I’ll bash your head in!” 

“Clear-headed logic, if I ever heard it,” said Sinjin 
with a sniff. Then he swung his battle-ax in a wide arc, 
forcing Tor to leap back. “Here, let me whittle that 
down into a toothpick for you.” 

Hefting their medieval weapons over their heads, 
Sinjin and Tor advanced toward each other, and Kaze 
yelled, “Stop!” 

The combatants whirled on him, and Kaze started to 
draw his sword—then stopped himself. He realized 
that mindless hostility wasn’t typical of these chosen 
humans; it was a side-effect of their partnership with 
the gods, a remnant of old battles and hard feelings. 
The avatars hardly knew one another, yet they were 
already at one another’s throats. 

He shoved his sword back into its sheath. “If we 
fight among ourselves, we’re giving Necrosan exactly 
what he wants. General Sinjin, if you choose to leave 
Diablo a prisoner in a lake of burning lava, that’s your 
business. He may have other thoughts on the matter, 
and maybe he won’t fight for you when you need him. 
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The rest of us want to free our gods, defeat Necrosan, 
and return Urth to the way it was.” 

“Hear, hear!” barked Arik. 

Kaze glanced warily at Malyssa and added, “At 
least I think that’s what the rest of us want.” 

The shapely sorceress sauntered over to Kaze, 
gripped his forearm in a very familiar fashion, and 
batted her long eyelashes at him. “Of course, I want 
what you want. In fact, I can do more to help you than 
anybody.” 

Keena strode forward, looking both suspicious and 
jealous. “What can you do?” 

“Quite a bit,” answered Malyssa, studying a black, 
daggerlike fingernail, “because I know where the 
Bonds of Forbidding are located.” 

Now she had everyone’s attention. “You do?” asked 
Kaze skeptically. “Why didn’t you tell us before?” 

“It didn’t matter before,” she answered with a shrug. 
“Who cared about the Bonds of Forbidding until that 
foul creature restored them? With my magic-sensing 
ability, I’ ve always known where they were. However, 
I’ve never seen them, and getting to them won't be 
easy.” 

“Why not?” demanded Arik. 

“They're close to the Ruins, in territory guarded by 
Chaos.” 

Kaze glanced at Arik, Keena, and the others, and 
they all looked dismayed at this news. If the Bonds 
were really in Chaos’s territory, then getting to them 
would indeed be dangerous. When last heard from, 
Chaos had declared that Necrosan was nothing more 
than a trick played on him by the other gods, so there 
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would be no reasoning with him. His followers, if he 
still had any, were equally deranged, and there could 
be no reasoning with them either. To go anywhere near 
the Ruins, they would have to fight Chaos every step — 
of the way. Unlike the other gods, Chaos still pos- 
sessed his full strength and range of movement. Even 
if they could battle him temporarily in the form of their 
gods, eventually they would have to face him as 
mortals. 

“You're sure about this?” Kaze asked the sorceress. 

Malyssa sneered. “If you have a better idea of where 
the Bonds of Forbidding are, go your merry own way.” 

She started to walk off, but Kaze gripped her arm 
and pulled her back. “Oooh,” she purred, “I like a man 
who's a little rough.” 

“We haven't got much choice except to believe 
you,” said Kaze, “but I want you to come with us.” 

“Oh, I wouldn't miss it for the Urth,” she assured 
him. 

“I'm going, too,” insisted Keena, snapping her 
metal claws. 

“Me, too,” said Xiao. 

Kaze shook his head. “We can’t all go. Some of us 
have to stay put and battle Necrosan, or he’ll come 
after us.” 

Arik stepped forward and plunged his sword in the 
ground. “I'll gather what's left of our forces and mount 
an attack. We'll keep that sack of bones busy.” 

“Tl help you,” vowed Tor. 

All eyes turned to Sinjin, who was the only one 
uncommitted to the cause. “Oh, all right,” he scowled. 
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“I can’t let our scattered forces go into battle without 
a decent general. I’ll help them mount an attack.” 

“And where were you yesterday?” asked Tor suspi- 
ciously. 

“I was trying to find Necrosan to see what he was 
doing,” answered Sinjin. “I never thought to look for 
him in the Ruins. I gather that your little ruse was an 
utter failure. Shall I take this opportunity to say "I told 
you so.”” 

“Just be there next time,” grumbled Tor. 

Kaze turned back to Malyssa. “Where exactly are 
the Bonds of Forbidding?” 

“I'll prepare a map,” she replied, “and meet you 
back here at midnight.” 

“T’ll be here, too,” said Keena quickly. 

“No!” snapped Malyssa. “He waits for me alone, or 
he doesn’t get it.” 

Kaze looked down at Keena and smiled. “I can take 
care of myself. You and Xiao get a boat and meet us 
back here tomorrow at sunrise. This is as good a place 
as any to set sail for the Ruins.” 

Keena extended an index finger with an eight-inch 
blade and pointed it at Malyssa. “He'd better be all 
right in the morning.” 

“Don’t put wrinkles on that pretty face of yours,” 
she told the teenager. “Are you a virgin, by any 
chance?” 

Keena’s face turned as red as Diablo, and she stared 
at the sorceress. “Why is that any of your business?” 

“Times are hard,” said Malyssa with a seductive 
shrug. “Don’t worry, I'll keep our noble shaman in one 
piece. I'd better go now, to double-check the map.” 
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She gave Kaze a sidelong glance. “See you at 
midnight.” With that, Malyssa’s cobra-headed staff 
began to glow, and she disappeared in a blinding flash 
of purple light. 


Miles beneath the crust of the Urth, under a range of 
active volcanoes, Diablo thrashed back and forth in a 
scalding pool of lava. Every time the tyrannosaurus 
tried to claw his way out, the red beams of light grew 
stronger, forcing him back into the bubbling cauldron. 
He roared with rage at this indignity, and also at his 
avatar, Sinjin. The god knew he shouldn’t have trusted 
that selfish, greedy human, but he’d had no choice! 
His most trustworthy shamans were all dead, killed 
either by Necrosan or Sinjin himself. 

The T-rex knew in his cold, dark heart that Sinjin 
and Necrosan had become allies, because he knew 
Sinjin. He was a good soldier, but he maintained his 
edge by always siding with the superior force. At the 
moment, Necrosan ruled Urth, so of course Sinjin 
would be at his side. 

Diablo roared again at the injustice of it all. He 
despised the fact that Sinjin had control over those 
fleeting moments when he could be free of this 
burning pit. He loathed the fact that Sinjin would have 
to serve as his representative to Necrosan in seeking a 
truce, because he knew that Sinjin would betray them 
both if given half a chance. More than anything, he 
hated having to give Sinjin more power than he had 
ever had before, more power than any mortal de- 
served! And it was all the fault of that obnoxious blue 


ape. 
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The gods had to be crazy to give that kind of power 
to humans! 

Ah, thought Diablo, perhaps he had one last weapon 
at his disposal. This foolish avatar business cut both 
ways—it had increased the sensitivity of his telepathic 
contact with Sinjin, and he could tell that the general 
was expending considerable mental energy blocking 
his mind probes. That was just more proof that he had 
something to hide. Perhaps there was a way to drive 
the general mad, or to feed him false information, 
perhaps without him even knowing it. 

Diablo had plenty of time to try out his theory. And 
Sinjin was mortal—he had to sleep sometime. 


In Vertigo’s crumbled, deserted base in the dreary 
Tomb district, Malyssa picked her way through the 
rubble, feeling unnamed dread gnaw away at her 
stomach. With trepidation, she headed down a stair- 
case into the dungeons where she kept her special 
prisoners. It certainly looked as if somebody had been 
here very recently, and they had taken considerable 
pleasure in ransacking the place. There was the smell 
of zombies about the old walls, and her staff glowed in 
a warning hue of pink. 

Fearing the worst, Malyssa stepped gingerly down 
the stairs until her private cells were visible. There 
should have been one prisoner, a strapping young man 
who was quite witless by now—instead there was 
nothing in the boy’s cell but a reeking pile of bones. 

Holding her nose, Malyssa had lifted her staff to 
incinerate the bones, when they suddenly shifted 
around and expanded to fill three cells of the dungeon, 
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knocking out walls as they did. A big, horned skull 
lifted from the floor and smiled at Malyssa. 

“Oh, was he yours? I’m sorry,” said Necrosan with 
an obsequious smile. “I made him undead about an 
hour ago—but he’s still a virgin.” 

Malyssa wrinkled her nose and backed up the stairs, 
holding her staff in front of her. “Listen, there are still 
some live virgins out there, but I won’t be able to be as 
choosy. If you like this place, then you can have it.” 

“No, wait!” rumbled Necrosan, sounding imperious. 
“There were some delirious reports that the gods were 
seen cavorting about, although we both know this is 
impossible. What has been going on?” 

Malyssa rolled her eyes, deciding that anger was the 
best policy. “I offered to turn the shamans over to you 
at an opportune time—and you’re getting them on a 
platter—but you don’t have the right to question my 
methods. Trust me, that bunch of humans is going to 
be a handful, unless you take them at just the right 
moment.” 

Necrosan’s yellow eyes narrowed into slits. “I’m not 
a patient monster. My advice is to work fast, my 
princess, or I’ll use my own methods. Besides, you 
haven’t answered my question—were the gods loose 
on the Urth?” 

“No,” answered Malyssa sweetly. “We were prac- 
ticing some illusions, that’s all, typical shaman stuff. 
They don’t want their pathetic followers to know that 
their gods have disappeared. That, on top of most of 
their family members becoming zombies, might throw 
a lot of them around the bend.” 

Necrosan chuckled. “Yes, I really shouldn’t com- 


The Avatars 145 


plain about how things are working out. I’m just 
bored—I really didn’t think that it would be so boring 
without the gods around to provide some sport. I spend 
all day hunting down two or three new followers, 
while the people plotting to overthrow me have all the 
fun. I feel like a politician.” 

“No one ever said governing was easy,” said Malyssa 
with a shrug. “Don’t fret, you'll have some action 
soon, and after we finish off this planet, we'll find a 
couple of new ones to torment. That should keep 
things fresh.” 

Malyssa screwed up enough courage to give the 
beast a peck on his dry cheekbone. 

He looked surprised by the endearment. “You really 
do think I will come out on top, don’t you?” 

“If you trust me and listen to me,” she answered. 
Under her world-weary exterior, Malyssa’s stomach 
was churning, because she had barely dodged that 
question about the gods being seen. It wouldn’t be 
long before Necrosan found out about the avatars, and 
then she'd need a better story. 

“Excuse me,” said Malyssa, grabbing a pile of 
books from the floor and blowing the dust off them, “I 
have to make a map. I’m going to save you some work 
and let Chaos take care of a bunch of the human 
leaders.” 

“Chaos?” Necrosan frowned and scratched his chin 
with a bony claw. “When I am ready to battle, I can 
never find that flatulent ape. Yet when I send in armies 
to subdue him, they are all eaten. Chaos seems to enjoy 
the taste of the zombies.” 

“T plan the same fate for several of the shamans,” 
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Malyssa promised. “Now allow me get on with my 
business, my liege.” 

After a flirtatious bow, Malyssa hustled up 
stairs, thinking that she had to find a way to keep 
Necrosan off her tail while she dispatched their mutual 
enemies. If the beefy Tor and Arik could really mot 
a decent attack on Necrosan, that would be almost 
enough distraction. Necrosan could get rid of them, 
and she could destroy the others, with the help of 
Chaos. And when Malyssa was the only avatar left, 
she would rise up as Vertigo and catch that wretched 
bag of bones while he was sleeping. She would make 
Necrosan the biggest statue in the rebuilt Tomb. 


General Sinjin debated what to do with the rest of his 
night, while Arik and Tor were off beating the bushes 
for survivors who were still moderately human. He 
decided to convene a squadron of assassins, to plant 
among the misguided troops following those do- 
gooders against Necrosan. At an opportune moment, a 
misplaced dagger or an arrow in the back might be just 
the thing to turn the tide of battle. Then he could 
morph into Diablo and escape, leaving no witnesses in 
the devastation of the battlefield. 

Sinjin knew his strategy as plainly as he knew his 
destiny —he had to kill as many of the other avatars as 
possible. They were such fools. For once in his life, he 
had told them the honest truth—they were better off 
with the gods under their command—and not a one of 
them had admitted his genius. True, Malyssa knew a 
good thing when it came up and bit her, but she was 
the only one. The rest of them deserved to be plucked — 
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of their good fortune and converted into undead 
zombies. Clearly, they didn’t have the brains to rule in 
his new Urth. 

The general took a peaceful, moonlight stroll through 
decimated villages, where even the lowliest hovels had 
been leveled and not a scrap was left. Necrosan and his 
troops did a good job of scouring the land, thought 
Sinjin. 

He finally reached the tiny shrine on the top of Mud 
Walk, a startling sign of civility in the bleak devasta- 
tion. Sinjin bent down and peered inside the shrine 
to see that it still held a toy T-rex. An artifact from 
before the cataclysm, the toy had been painted red 
after the god worshipped in these parts. Despite the 
incredible destruction all around, marveled Sinjin, this 
little shrine had remained untouched. Either that, or 
someone was careful to keep it repaired and manned 
by a fresh idol. 

Sinjin put the most valued coin of the realm, which 
read “Good for One Play,” under the plastic T-rex and 
walked away. The thieves and assassins had not been 
caught napping by Necrosan, as had so many others. 
Like the skulking dogs they were, the brigands had 
scurried into hiding at the first sign of smoke in the 
sky, and they had many wondrous hiding places in the 
woods and mountains. Sinjin didn’t know how many 
of that scurrilous crew had survived the attacks by 
Necrosan, but there had been enough left to hunt down 
and kill Diablo’s honest shamans. That was all Sinjin 
cared about. 

It was a peaceful night, unseasonably warm, and 
Sinjin sat down in the shadow of an adobe archway 
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that was miraculously still standing. From there, 
could see the shrine at the top of the rise, plus sev 
side streets. In these troubled times, Sinjin didn’t 
expect to see many pedestrians strolling by, but 
could see anyone who lingered at the shrine. Although 
Sinjin had no intention of sleeping during his vigil, the 
soothing darkness and balmy breezes lulled him inte 
drowsiness. He listed to one side and blinked aw: 
thinking that he shouldn’t sleep, especially out here i 
the open. 

“A little sleep wouldn’t hurt,” a voice assured hii 
“You'll be fresher and more confident after a li 
sleep. 

Sinjin yawned, and it felt as if the snakes from 
Bonds of Forbidding were clamped around his eyelids. 
Unable to stay awake, he succumbed to a druglike 
trance, where he entered a dream that was already in 
progress. In this dream, he saw Necrosan zooming 
through the air, wreaking havoc on lines of brave 
soldiers, marching under the banner of Diablo. Ignor- 
ing recent events, this dream protrayed Sinjin’s best 
troops at full strength and thoroughly prepared for 
battle. In fact, Sinjin and Diablo stood side by side, as 
in the days of their greatest triumphs, and they would 
have been winning, except for the underhanded ac- 
tions of Necrosan! He flitted in and out of their lines, 
slashing and gobbling, then escaped before they could 
mount a counterattack. 

Sinjin watched suspiciously as Necrosan flew off 
and landed beside Blizzard and his obnoxious toady, 
Kaze. Those two conferred with Necrosan and showed 
him where Sinjin’s best troops were hiding. Then they 
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led the zombie army upon Sinjin’s flank, allowing the 
monster to pick off many strays; Blizzard attacked 
Diablo and kept him occupied, while Necrosan rav- 
aged his troops. The barbarity of the slaughter was 
disturbing, even for a man such as Sinjin, who 
sharpened his teeth and ate his enemies like his god 
Diablo. For Necrosan to ally himself with the likes of 
Blizzard and Kaze—he must have lost his senses! Was 
there no end to the monster’s depravity? 

Sinjin heard footsteps crunching the ground, and he 
awoke from his disturbing dream with a feeling of 
panic. He scrambled to sit up, ready to flee or fight as 
the case demanded, but two large shadows fell across 
his chest. Massive hands clamped upon his shoulders 
and lifted him, kicking, into the air, and a dirty palm 
slapped across his mouth. Sinjin tried to relax, know- 
ing that he had been careless. If they had wanted to kill 
him, he decided, they could have done so by now. 

He reached down for his battle-ax, but a chestful of 
gleaming, green armor butted into his own chest. With 
a scowl, Sinjin stared into Tor’s face, and saw the 
bruiser smile back. As Arik slowly lowered him to the 
ground, Sinjin thought for a moment about turning 
into Diablo and smashing these two muscle-bound 
idiots, but he was supposed to be their ally. 

“Can’t a fellow get a little rest?” he grumbled, 
snatching his veil out of Arik’s grasp. 

Tor held up a coin which read, “Good for One Play,” 
and said, “You left this under that idol. Have you 
suddenly gotten religious on us?” 

“No,” growled Sinjin, not knowing why he was 
about to tell the truth, but he was. “You idiot, that’s a 
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signal for some men to meet me here. We're si 
to be gathering fighters, aren’t we? Well, this is 
scurvy crew, but you'll find them to be skilled with 

variety of weapons.” 4 

“That’s good,” said Arik. “We could use soi 
fighters who still have their wits about them.” 
brushed off Sinjin’s scarlet outfit. “Sorry we doul 
you, General.” 

Sinjin looked haughtily at the warrior. “My spi 
tell me that Necrosan is allied with Blizzard. Do y: 
think that’s possible?” 

Tor and Arik exchanged cautious looks, and Arik 
nodded. “I wouldn’t doubt it. After we get Necrosan, 
you can take on Blizzard. How’s that?” 

“Yes, first things first.” Sinjin grabbed his battle-ax 
and hefted it upon his wiry shoulder. A million details 
were running through his mind, fighting for attention. 
He needed some sort of command staff, and these two 
buffoons would have to do. 

“There's a cache of weapons over by the Strip,” he 
told Arik, “and more thieves and survivalists between 
here and there. I'll talk to them. You put that coin back 
in the shrine and wait to meet the cutthroats who 
appear. It shouldn’t be hard to talk them into joining 
us, and they probably have a network to reach other 
survivors. If they balk, tell them that I, General Sinjin, 
will speak to them personally at dawn.” 

“Yes, sir,” said Arik, snapping to attention. 

“And get a shirt on!” snapped Sinjin as he stormed 
off. 


Malyssa paced in time to the crashing waves, thinking 
how the roaring surf perfectly matched her mood. She 
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felt like turning into Vertigo and howling at the moon, 
which sat plump and full of itself just over the bones 
of the ancient temple. It was well past midnight, yet 
where was that bumpkin? Who did Kaze think he was 
trifling with, leaving the greatest sorceress on Urth 
cooling her heels in the sand? 

From her loincloth, Malyssa pulled the fake map of 
the Ruins and the Bonds of Forbidding, over which 
she had labored several hours. She was tempted to hurl 
it into the pounding surf and return to Necrosan—to 
plot how to hunt the avatars down one by one, if need 
be—when she heard running footsteps slapping the 
wet sand. Malyssa whirled around, trying not to look 
too eager, yet she permitted herself a smile when she 
saw Kaze charging her way. 

He stopped, standing incredibly close to her, with a 
sheen of sweat glistening on his hairless but well- 
defined chest. She wanted to reach out and feel his 
youthful strength, but she refrained. Instead she lev- 
eled a snide gaze at him. “Did I tell you that punctu- 
ality is something I admire in a man?” 

“No, you didn’t,” answered Kaze. “Not that it 
matters. I’ve had to cover a lot of ground tonight, and 
I still haven’t found any reliable guides to the realm of 
Chaos.” 

“You mean, you haven't found anyone who’s foolish 
enough to go with you,” said Malyssa. “But I’m 
willing to go, and I’m all you need—along with this 
map.” She waved the parchment in his face. 

When Kaze tried to snatch the map from her, 
Malyssa buried it somewhere on her immediate person 
where Kaze was not likely to reach anytime soon, 
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unless he was more daring than he appeared. 
gulped and lifted his eyes back to hers. 

“What do I have to do to see that map?” he 
with a trace of amusement. “That is why I came he: 

“Maybe that’s not why / came here,” said Maly: 
“T need to get to know you shamans better. For the 
time in a thousand years, the most wicked sorceress 
all of Urth is immobilized, but I have a chance to 
her loose again whenever I wish. It’s a big respo! 
bility, and I just want to know I’m doing the ri; 
thing, casting my lot with you.” Malyssa thought al 
sniffing, but she decided that would be overplaying i 

“What exactly do you want?” Kaze asked im 
tiently. “I’m not a virgin, you know.” 

Malyssa smiled. “Well, perhaps you could behave 
like one, or at least like a gentleman.” : 
“This isn’t a game we're playing. If you really thi 
about it, the best plan is to get Urth back to the way i 

was—before Necrosan.” 

“You're a pathetic idealist,” sneered Malyssa. “Yo 
can’t turn back the clock to when the gods ruled thei 
little fiefdoms. They're gone, and most of their fol 
lowers are rotting zombies, ruled by a despotic mon- 
ster. Meanwhile, a handful of lucky humans haye 
control over the gods, to unleash them on our enemies, 
or each other.” 

She moved closer to Kaze and lifted her trembling 
fingers to his glistening chest. “Listen, if you want 
me to play ball with you, you've got to show me what 
we stand to win. What are the stakes? What's my 
reward?” 

Kaze licked his lips and was sprouting even 
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beads of sweat on his furrowed brow. “My goodness,” 
she said, wiping away the beads of sweat, “you're 
almost as pale as I am. You need to get a greater 
variety of exercise, Mr. Avatar. A massage would be 
just perfect for these stiff muscles. Let me feel your 
neck.” 

Her hands slipped around his neck like a noose, and 
she began drawing him imperceptibly closer for a kiss. 
Malyssa was using a slight attraction spell on him, but 
not much. He was doing much of it on his own, as his 
hands fumbled across her bare midriff to her back. As 
the roaring surf built to a crescendo, Malyssa pressed 
closer to him and gazed into his eyes—black oil on 
blue water. Their lips quivered toward each other and 
were about to meet, when a rude voice broke over the 
waves: 

“Unhand that man!” 

The spell broken, Kaze blinked and pulled away 
from Malyssa’s clutching arms. Enraged, the sorceress 
whirled on that sniveling teenager, Keena, with her 
steak-knife fingers. Malyssa’s cobra staff had lit up 
with the fireball she was about to unleash upon the 
mousy girl, when Kaze stepped bravely between them. 

“Save it for the enemy, please, Malyssa,” he said 
gently to her. Then he turned his wrath upon the imp. 
“Who on Urth gave you permission to follow me? I 
said I can take care of myself, and I meant it! Next 
time, Keena, attend to your own business, and allow 
me to do mine.” 

The crestfallen look on the girl’s face was almost 
worth the price of this embarrassment. “Let’s get down 
to business,” said Kaze angrily. 
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With that, he promptly reached where he w 
supposed to reach and stole the parchment 
Malyssa could even gasp at the bold intrusion. 
warrior stepped away from her, studying the map, 
Malyssa stared from Kaze to Keena, not sure whii 
one she should toast first. 

She finally decided that Kaze was correct— 
should save her energy for more worthy opponents, 
it would be fun to watch these two get torn apart 
Chaos. But that didn’t mean she couldn’t torture 
a little first. 

“Enjoy the map,” she said, walking off. “I’ll be 
at sunrise to set sail with you, By the way, Kaze, 
one you want is still alive.” 

He looked up, a stricken expression on his ang) 
face. “Who’s still alive?” 

“Why, your sweetie, Kim.” With a leer, Maly: 
looked at Keena. “Yes, darling, we’re both too late— 
he’s already got it bad for somone else. I met her do’ 
in Necrosan’s dungeons, a lovely place, if you don’ 
mind eating worms for a steady diet. When I saw her, 
Kim was still alive, but I can’t vouch for her now. It’ 
not the kind of place where people live very long.” 

Kaze dropped the map into the flotsam on the 
beach, and Keena quickly retrieved it. Hmmm, 
thought Malyssa, Kaze was going to be easy to 
control, but little Keena was a tough piece of gristle. 

With a wave, Malyssa sauntered off. “I’ll see both. 
of you tomorrow. Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.” 

“Where is she?” wailed Kaze in anguish. 

Malyssa waved a finger at him. “Sorry, Kaze, the 
mission comes first, as you said. First we break 
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Bonds, free the gods, overthrow Necrosan, all of that 
good stuff. I'm sure rescuing damsels in distress is 
farther down on the list, unless you want to turn this 
into a selfish crusade.” 

“Where is Kim?” he roared. 

With a knowing smile, the sorceress stroked the 
head of her staff and promptly disappeared in a burst 
of violet flames. 


ELEVEN 


Surprises 


THE MOON CAST A QUIVERING LIGHT ON THE BLA 
custard of the sea, and the surf lapped at the shor 
sounding peaceful and content now that Malyssa 
left the Cove. Keena stared sympathetically at K: 
surprised at the depth of his sorrow over a lost lov 
The teenager had thought the shamanistic monk 
be above such trivialities as romantic love, but app: 
ently not. His heart did not belong entirely to his g 
as Keena’s did. 

Brusquely she said, “I’m sorry to hear about . . 
What's her name?” 

“Kim,” he said miserably. 

“Yeah, Kim.” Keena put her deadly gauntlets behi: 
her back. “Did I time my entrance all right?” 

“Yes,” he said absently. “You saved me in the nic! 
of time, as planned. I felt strangely dizzy —I believe 
that Malyssa must have put some sort of spell on me.” 

Keena spit into the sand. “She’s a snake all right! 
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That’s one ally I'll be glad to get rid of. You know, that 
witch could be lying about your woman being alive. I 
know it’s pleasing to think about such things, because 
we've lost so many loved ones—” 

“T know; it’s unlikely that she’s still alive,” an- 
swered Kaze with a heave of his mighty shoulders. 
“But how did Malyssa know about Kim? I took great 
pains to keep her a secret, not to acknowledge her.” 

“Sounds like a great courtship,” muttered Keena. 

“What did you say?” asked Kaze, blinking at the 
girl. 

“Here, will you take this, before I slice it to pieces.” 
She held out the map, pinned between silver talons. 

Gingerly, Kaze took the proferred sheet of parch- 
ment and spread it out for both of them to study. The 
map looked suitably old and worn, as if Malyssa had 
guarded it for a very long time. Still, Keena didn’t trust 
the source. 

“I wish there was some way we could verify this 
before we set out,” she grumbled. 

“I don’t know who else has seen the Bonds, except 
for Necrosan.” 

“And how do we know Malyssa didn’t tell Necrosan 
in the first place?” wailed Keena. “Maybe she even led 
him to the Bonds!” 

“We don’t know anything,” agreed Kaze, squinting 
at the map. “We're trusting Malyssa, because none of 
us has a clue about where to go. I’ve never been to the 
lands of Chaos. Have you?” 

Keena shuddered. “No. Talon went there a few 
times, but he always took his most experienced war- 
riors.” 
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Now it was Kaze’s turn to smile sympathetically 
the young woman, “These are strange time, aren’t 
they? Two weeks ago, you were a student, and I 
a teacher—now we're fighting to save what’s left 
humanity. Even the gods depend upon us.” 

“It’s scary,” said Keena, “but we must be strong 
stay to our course. I agree with you—I just w: 
things to go back to the way they were. That is our 
goal, isn’t it?” 

Again she had lost the handsome warrior, who 
gazed forlornly at the oily sea with the creamy 
moonlight floating on top of it. She knew that Kaze 
wanted to check out the truth of Malyssa’s story, to see 
if his lost love actually survived in Necrosan’s hideous 
dungeons. But the only way to do that was to abandon 
their sensible quest, for a suicide mission, and he 
wasn’t actually considering that, was he? 

“I say we land there.” She speared the map with a 
talon, making no more than a pinprick. 

Startled, Kaze looked down at her. “I’m sorry. . . . 
Yes, the east shore is a good place to land, if the 
prevailing winds will help us get there. Shall we set up 
watches and try to get some sleep?” 

Keena stood at attention. “You sleep, if you’ re tired. 
I'll take first watch.” 

“Thank you.” Kaze found a dry patch of sand, 
removed his robes, and laid them out like blankets. 
After making his fastidious preparations, the monk 
retired to his mattress of sand and was soon asleep. A 
smile creased his face, and Keena could imagine his 
pleasant dreams about frolicking with the lost Kim, or 
perhaps the ever-ready Malyssa. With the fate of the 
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Urth hanging in the balance, Kaze was moping around 
like a lost calf, dreaming of love. 

But who was she to criticize? Having never tasted a 
man’s love, she couldn’t know if it was worth pining 
over. In truth, Keena feared to die before knowing the 
rapture of a man’s embrace, the thrill of abandon. 
Guiltily, she glanced at Kaze lying upon his robes, 
half-naked; she thought that these were strange times 
in which people did remarkable things. Enemies were 
allies, and a peasant girl could rise from nowhere to 
become avatar to a god. Anything was possible. As 
part of Talon’s herd, life had always been difficult, but 
at least it had made some sense. Under the present 
circumstances, who could say what made sense? 

One thing was certain, Keena decided: Kaze was 
too easily distracted by members of her gender. Why, 
if she gave the shaman half a wink, he would tumble 
gratefully into her arms. Then what would she do with 
him? Disgusted with her own thoughts, Keena rose to 
her feet and decided to take advantage of the tide being 
out. She scampered over the rocks to a dripping 
tidepool that had been beaten for centuries by the surf, 
and she used the weathered pumice to sharpen her 
talons. She had a feeling that she would need them 
sharp very soon. 

Keena straightened to attention and surveyed the 
windswept cove—there was nothing but rocks, sand, 
water, and ruins, all of it very dark and unappealing. 
So Keena kept honing her Kazes on the wet pumice, 
gazing at the lumbering waves as they assaulted the 
shore. 

We have to be just as relentless as those waves, 
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thought the young warrior. We can’t be weak. 
gazed back at Kaze and wondered about him. 


As dawn broke over the sweeping plains east 
Necrosan’s stronghold, Tor and Arik followed Ge: 
Sinjin through a dispirited, ragtag crowd of surviv 
Everyone seemed to have a grievance, and many 
them cursed the gods, saying they were worthless, 
cowardly, or nonexistent. Some of them blamed Tk 
for the fiasco in Armadon’s cave, and he had to bite hii 
tongue and ignore their blasphemies. 
How on Urth were they going to convince this surl 
rabble to fight, or even hold ranks? Tor and Arik had 
flat-out lied to the assassins they had met, promising 
them riches and loot in the coming battle. Most of 
the others had come out of spite or curiosity; no one 
seemed to want to fight. Their plan—to engage 
Necrosan in a series of battles that would keep him 
occupied while the other avatars sought the Bonds of 
Forbidding—now seemed hopelessly optimistic. 
Tor followed Sinjin and Arik as they made their way 
to the top of the highest hill on the plain. Shaking 
hands and giving people hearty pats on the back, 
Sinjin acted as if nothing were wrong. In fact, he acted — 
as if they had Necrosan right where they wanted him, 
as he told people, “Buck up, the worst is over!” and 
“We'll make the bastards pay!” 
Acrazed survivor leaped out of the crowd, attacked 
Sinjin, and tried to choke him to death. But the general 
refused to fight back, forcing Arik and Tor to intercept 
the madman and batter him to the ground. Sinjin 
actually commiserated with the man who had tried to 
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kill him, telling him, “Your pain will soon be over.” A 
moment later, the general spotted some red-suited 
followers of Diablo, and he rushed through the crowd 
to give them a special greeting. He even waved to 
followers of Chaos when they threw feces at him. 

“He's something else,” said Arik in a combination 
of disgust and amazement. 

“T feel like his bodyguard,” grumbled Tor. 

Arik managed a smile. “It’s a lousy job, but some- 
body’s got to do it.” 

Sinjin finally strode to the crest of the hill and 
scrambled on top of some old tires poking out of the 
ground. From this podium, he waved his battle-ax over 
his head until the unruly crowd quieted down and 
gaped at him. 

“Listen to me!” he demanded. “I am General Sinjin, 
leader of the troops loyal to Diablo and the ancient 
gods. I am here to tell you that we are not defeated. Do 
you understand me? Necrosan has not yet defeated 
us—he has only made us stronger! He cannot defeat 
us as long as we are alive and have our wits, plus a 
sword or an axe. I tell you, we can fight this beast and 
defeat him!” 

He pointed his ax at rapt faces in the crowd. “You, 
you, and you—do you remember how we killed thirty 
thousand zombies in one night? Do you remember 
how mindless they were, how inept? Yes, we were 
wrong to try to fight the zombies inside the Hollows, 
but even in that defeat we killed thousands and 
thousands of them, while only losing a few dozen. We 
have superior intellect, superior leadership, and the 
will to live! We can defeat Necrosan and his undead 
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troops, if you only stand with me! Will you stand wii 
me to save the Urth?” 

Waving his battle-ax, Sinjin elicited a roar 
approval from the crowd. Tor glanced at Arik, and 
two of them raised their weapons and joined in 
spirited ovation. 

“What about Necrosan?” shouted a dissenting voi 
“We fear Necrosan!” 

“Yeah!” came scattered calls of agreement. 

“The gods will take care of Necrosan!” proclai 
Sinjin. “He will tremble in the jaws of Diablo!” 

“Diablo’s dead!” shouted one spoilsport. “I seen i 
with my own eyes!” 7 

Sinjin stared maniacally at the man who had m: 
this accusation, and his entire body began to shake. 
“Dead? Dead!” he shouted. “I'll show you how dead 
Diablo is!” 

“Uh-oh,” whispered Arik. “He should wait—” 

But it was too late, as Sinjin seemed to grow like a 
tornado swirling out of the dust. He expanded to 
twenty feet in height, with jaws five feet long and rows 
of daggerlike teeth. When the red-and-black tyranno- 
saurus roared, it brought a tingle of excitement to Tor’s 
spine, because it sounded like every banished god 
roaring in unison. While everyone gawked at the 
ferocious beast, Diablo lashed out with rage and sunk 
his teeth into the man who claimed that Diablo was 
dead. Blood gushed everywhere as the carnivore 
lustily chomped his treat, and thousands of people fell 
to the ground, prostrating themselves. 

“Diablo! Diablo!” they cried. Even those followers 
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who had previously worshipped other gods bowed 
eagerly to Diablo. 

“Now the cat’s out of the bag,” muttered Arik. 

“Yeah,” whispered Tor. “And I’m not sure I like 
everyone worshipping Diablo.” 

“As long as it gets them to fight,” said Arik grimly. 
“All they want is some semblance of normality, and 
this is the best we can do.” He raised his sword over 
his head and shouted. “Death to Necrosan!” 

The throng quickly picked up the chant and screamed 
themselves hoarse, shouting. “Death to Necrosan! Death 
to Necrosan!” 

Diablo threw his massive head back, opened his 
gaping jaws, and roared to the heavens. 


At the first rays of dawn, Kaze spotted a small sloop 
skimming toward them over the choppy waves. About 
a hundred feet offshore, the pilot jumped up from the 
tiller and began lowering his sails and cutting his 
speed, to avoid coming too close to the sunken ships 
and the deadly shoals of the Cove. It had to be Xiao, 
thought Kaze, as pleasure boaters were relatively rare 
these days. 

Kaze shook the girl sleeping on the sand beside him. 
“Keena! The boat is here.” 

She leaped to her feet, instantly awake, and stared at 
the white sloop as it angled behind the ancient temple. 
“Will he dock for us?” she asked. 

“T doubt it. He doesn’t know these shoals, and 
they’re dangerous. We’ll have to swim for it.” 

“Swim?” asked Keena with a shiver. “I’m not a 
great swimmer.” 
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“Tl help you.” Kaze steered her toward the waves. 

“What about Malyssa?” asked Keena, taking 
other step back. 

“We’ve got the map,” answered Kaze with a smile, 
“Do we really need Malyssa?” 

The sails fluttered shut, and the boat bobbed in 
swells about fifty feet from shore. Now they coul 
plainly see Xiao in the stern, waving at them. “Swim! 
he yelled. 

Kaze smiled sympathetically at Keena. “It'll 
easier if you take your gauntlets off.” 

“Never,” vowed Keena. Then she smiled. “I don’ 
have to swim.” 

She shook herself like a dog stepping out of the rain, 
and her lovely blue eyes glazed over with a sickly 
yellow color. Kaze barely had time to scramble out 
the way as the girl began to morph into Talon. 
the giant raptor rose to his full height of sixteen feet, 
Kaze gripped his sword, certain he would have to fight 
for his life. The dinosaur, however, turned his striped 
back to him and swished his tail, and he realized that 
he was being invited to climb aboard. As he leaped 
upon Talon’s back and clung to his sinewy neck, the 
raptor god gave him a low purr of satisfaction. 

Riding a dinosaur through the pounding surf was 
easier than swimming, Kaze had to admit, and they 
reached the sailboat in a matter of seconds. With 
Xiao’s help, he climbed aboard, holding the 
between his teeth to keep it from getting wet. Talon 
floated beside the boat for a few moments, and the: 
was a sadness in his alien eyes just before he reve 
back into a teenage girl. Keena grasped the side of 
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boat and held on with her talons as best she could, 
until Kaze and Xiao could haul her aboard. 

“Nice sailboat you got here,” said Kaze, truly 
impressed. 

“T took my pick,” answered Xiao. “The sails appear 
to be in good shape, and the winds are westerly. Shall 
we depart?” 

“I’ve got Malyssa’s map,” answered Kaze, “so 
maybe we don’t need to wait for that witch.” 

Xiao gave him a pained expression, and Kaze heard 
a sultry laugh. He whirled around to see the sorceress 
creeping up the companionway steps from the cabin 
below. She stepped into the cockpit, and her glowing 
staff illuminated the faces of her shipmates. 

“Oh, Kaze,” said Malyssa with a pout, “I’m hurt 
that you would want to leave me out of this grand 
adventure. On my own, I searched out Xiao to see if I 
could be of some help. You really shouldn’t look down 
your nose at me—I can be very useful in a fight. Or in 
tight quarters.” 

Kaze gulped and stepped back. He wanted to ask 
her more questions about Kim, but that would jeopar- 
dize their mission. Just when he had finally reached 
the point where he could accept Kim being gone, this 
woman had to dangle cruel hope in front of him. She 
had better not be lying. 

He shook his head, thinking he had to be realistic. 
Getting past Chaos to find the Bonds of Forbidding 
was going to be hairy enough, without worrying about 
rescuing a woman who was more than likely a zombie. 
If he were smart, he would give this sorceress a wide 
berth, and not believe a word she said. 
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Keena felt no such compunction. She stepped in 
front of the older woman, put her hands on her hips, 
and declared, “I don’t like you.” 

Malyssa chuckled throatily. “That is odd, my dear, 
because I like you very much. You remind me of me 
when I was your age.” At Keena’s horrified expres- 
sion, Malyssa added, “Just now | saw you summon a 
god to save yourself a few strokes. With the power of 
a god at your disposal, you'll soon get spoiled and 
degenerate, just like me.” 

Keena blushed and looked stunned by the potential 
truth in Malyssa’s words. “Never!” she said hotly. 

“Come on, ladies,” interjected Xiao, pushing them 
apart. “We're on the same side, remember? Now, find 
a seat or grab the loose end of a rope. Who knows 
anything about sailing?” 

Keena hurriedly sat down and shut her mouth. Kaze 
grabbed the mainsail and shook it out. “I know enough 
to be crew if you'll be captain,” Kaze told Xiao. 

“I want to be in the crew, too,” said Malyssa. “Let 
me take watch; I have very good eyes.” 

“Get in the bow,” ordered Xiao. “Watch the water 
for rocks until we get out of this cove. Kaze, hoist the 
mainsail. All of you, watch out for the boom, or it'll 
knock you overboard!” Keena quickly slipped down 
the steps into the cabin. 

Xiao grabbed the tiller, and the black hair bristled 
on the back of his thick neck as he turned the boat into 
the wind. Waving her staff from side to side, Malyssa 
guided them through the treacherous shoals and sunken 
luxury liners. With her regal face and body pointing over 
the bow, she looked like the figurehead of some ancient 
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sailing ship. Kaze handled the grunt work of adjusting 
the sails to Xiao’s specifications, and they were soon out 
of the cove and slicing through the open sea. 

The dawn was bright and pure as it twinkled across 
the endless blue horizon, and the salty air cleared 
Kaze’s senses and made him feel more like himself. 
The successful start of their journey gave him hope 
that maybe they really could turn the tide against 
Necrosan and fulfill the faith of the gods. Still Kaze 
gazed worriedly at the sky, expecting to see Necrosan 
come swooping down through the lava-colored clouds 
like some vengeful dragon. 


At that same moment, Necrosan studied the sky as he 
prowled the veranda of his misshapen castle. The 
hideous edifice had been built by the toil of zombies, 
many of whom were buried in the walls where they 
accidentally fell, forever blinking with rotting eyes at 
unlucky passersby. 

Necrosan couldn’t enjoy his monument to horror 
and misery, because there were humans on the loose, 
humans plotting to overthrow him! He snapped his tail 
and peered over the railing at columns of undead 
soldiers, stretching to the horizon. With rotting limbs 
and failing eyesight, his zombies were becoming 
worthless, having been left outdoors too long. They 
were not even putting up a good fight against the flies 
that swarmed around them day and night. 

Therefore, Necrosan had given orders that from 
now on humans had to be detained, not killed, so he 
could stockpile them and use them as needed. Two 
weeks was about maximum for a zombie’s useful life, 
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and if he had to sacrifice all of these soldiers in battle, 
it would be no great loss. 

But whom should he battle? What was going to 
happen next? Necrosan was beginning to think that he 
had given Malyssa and Sinjin too much freedom, 
letting them go off to run their own little undercover — 
missions. He wanted to finish off the shamans as 
quickly as possible and be done with it! Better yet, he 
should capture and hold them for when he needed 
effective zombies. Might as well fill up his new 
dungeons, thought Necrosan. 

The beast suddenly spotted a zombie shuffling 
through the ranks toward him, which meant it had to 
be a messenger. None of the others moved unless he 
commanded it, or they fell apart, but he kept plenty of — 
messengers and scouts circulating about his realm. 

The messenger shuffled up to him and tried to 
speak, although half of his face had been picked apart 
by birds. He croaked, “A box—contains a living 
man—cannot break it.” 

“Where?” 

The zombie pointed with a tattered arm. “West of 
here—not far.” 

A little excursion would beat the boredom, thought 
Necrosan. He fluttered his wings, lifted lazily into the 
air, and took off. After fifteen minutes of gliding 
leisurely among the air thermals, he spotted a brainless 
cadre of zombies gathered around a small crate. There 
were wheel tracks nearby, making it look as if the crate 
had fallen off a wagon. As he descended toward the 
ground, Necrosan saw that it was indeed a very sturdy 
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crate, and he could well see how his pathetic hench- 
men would have trouble breaking into it. 

He landed among the undead. “Don’t tell me you 
morons have actually found something?” A pounding 
sounded from inside the box, as if the prisoner wanted 
his freedom. 

“Wonderful! I wanted prisoners, and now they come 
prepackaged.” Necrosan leaned over the noisy ship- 
ping crate and asked, “Hello there. How did you ever 
get into this fix?” 

“None of your business!” shouted a gruff male 
voice. 

Necrosan smiled. “Do you know who I am?” 

“A pompous bag of bones!” 

“That may be. But my name is Necrosan, and you 
are now my prisoner.” 

“Is it really you, Necrosan?” came the voice from 
the box, startled. “Hey, I want you to know—I learned 
something from you!” 

“What, pray tell?” 

“This!” The box splintered open, and a yellow 
Tyrannosaurus rex lunged for the monster’s throat, 
clamping it in his immense jaws. Sauron thrashed 
Necrosan back and forth, then pounded him on the 
ground as if he were beating an old dishrag. Necrosan 
nearly blacked out from the surprise attack, but he 
managed to lash his tail around and impale Sauron in 
the stomach. When the T-rex winced for a moment, 
Necrosan jerked his bloody throat free. 

He had barely gotten into a crouch when Sauron 
unleashed a white-hot stun roar that seared him in the 
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face. His sight momentarily gone, Necrosan roared in 
agony and whipped his tail wildly, but Sauron lowered 
his head and plowed into him at full speed, with a. 
crunch that could be heard for miles around. Necrosan 
crumpled to the ground, and Sauron continued to rip 
and slash at him. ; 

Stunned, Necrosan barely had enough power left to 
summon the zombies surrounding them. Relentlessly, 
they advanced upon Sauron, driving him back with 
their swords, even though he shredded a goodly 
number of them. These few seconds of relief allowed 
Necrosan to recover his eyesight, and he staggered to 
his feet, ready to fly away. Before he could gather 
himself to escape, he heard a thunderous gallop, and 
the ground shuddered beneath him. 

He whirled around to see Armadon charging at full 
speed. First Sauron and now Armadon—how was this 
possible? There was no time to ponder the question as 
the armor-plated dinosaur rolled into a ball, bounced 
toward him like a gigantic porcupine, and impaled him 
on monstrous spines. Necrosan whimpered in pain as 
Armadon settled his full weight upon him. 

Summoning every ounce of strength he had left, 
Necrosan shoved the brute off his back and crawled 
out from under. When Armadon tried to charge him, he 
lashed his dagger-sharp tail and knocked the beast’s 
legs out from under him. Blast it, something had gone — 
wrong with those stupid Bonds of Forbidding! On top 
of that, Malyssa had lied to him, because these weren't — 
illusions! 

Necrosan was pissed now as he unfurled the razors" 
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on his wings and slashed away at Armadon. As the 
blood spurted, Armadon stumbled back, and Sauron 
rejoined the fray. In desperation, Necrosan tried to fly 
away, but Sauron chomped through his wing, breaking 
it and setting Necrosan to howling like a mongrel dog. 

Necrosan went berserk and unleashed his disrupt 
vortex on Sauron—it froze him in the time continuum 
and allowed Necrosan to smash him into the ground. 
But before he could disembowel the helpless dinosaur, 
Armadon charged him again and drove him back onto 
his tailbone. Only a desperate leap over Armadon’s 
head kept Necrosan from being impaled on those 
wicked spines. 

One after another, the two ancient gods battled the 
usurper, each picking up the mantle when the other 
faltered. Their movements confused Necrosan, and 
sometimes they seemed to disappear when they weren't 
fighting him. He also got fleeting glimpses of human 
warriors battling his zombies to a standstill. Where on 
Urth did they come from? 

With his wing broken, unable to flee by air, Necro- 
san was in the unusual position of having to fight for 
his life. He finally summoned every zombie under his 
command to come to his rescue. Miles away, they 
began to march. 


The vast army of undead shuffled across furrowed 
fields that had recently grown corm, the stalks now 
smashed and twisted. The undead hardly noticed the 
wet furrows they sloshed through, or the pungent 
smell of the mud. Sinjin was careful not to be spotted 
as he crouched in a drainage ditch that ran between the 
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forest and the fields. He followed along beside 
lumbering horde, careful to keep his head down. 

The general stopped to reconnoiter, hoping to 
the rear of the column, but the ranks of the undead had 
no end. He was trying to decide where he shoul 
spring his trap, when he heard scraping sounds, and he 
turned to see a dozen hollow-eyed zombies headed his 
way. He’d been spotted! 

Sinjin jumped to his feet and tried to run toward 
another drainage ditch to escape, but more zombies cut 
him off. He darted this way and that, trying to avoid 
the putrid creatures, but they finally forced him back 
to his original position. By now, several hundred 
zombies had broken off from the others and were 
shuffling his way. They had made his decision for him. 

Sinjin stopped running and stood defiantly before 
the advancing zombies. His eyes turned blazing red, 
and he laughed before swelling into a gigantic Tyran- 
nosaurus rex. This remarkable transformation didn’t 
faze the zombies one bit, as they continued to march 
toward him in orderly rows. 

Diablo reared back his mighty head and unleashed a 
meteoric fireball that streaked through the corpses, 
knocking off several heads. The fireball struck the 
liquid in the furrows, and the gasoline burst into” 
roaring flames, which rippled across the fields, engulf- 
ing hordes of zombies. Diablo staggered back from the 
searing conflagration, reminded of the black day when 
Balsafas had killed all the dinosaurs in the same 
fashion, Now it was the zombies’ turn, as they staggered 
about in the blaze, showing no panic, just moving 
until at last their scorched limbs crumbled. 
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Diablo roared, and wild whoops sounded as loyal 
troops poured from the forest to chase down undead 
stragglers. With impressive ferocity, they pummeled 
most of the zombies into pieces or drove them into the 
flames. Diablo reluctantly withdrew from the battle, 
knowing that he had to conserve the time he spent on 
this plane of existence. 

The rage within the god abated as he watched 
thousands of human torches careen about in the 
flames. Diablo could sympathize with the searing heat 
they were suffering, even if they couldn’t feel it. With 
a slight whimper, he prepared himself to return to the 
noxious lava pits deep within the Urth. 


At about midday, Malyssa put her fingers to her 
luscious lips and whistled. “Land ho!” she shouted 
with a smile. “I’ve always wanted to say that.” 

Kaze rushed to the bow to peer at the pale blue 
horizon. He couldn’t see anything that looked like 
land—only a bunch of low-slung clouds. “Where?” 
he asked. 

Malyssa sidled up to him and pointed a lacquered 
fingernail at the clouds. “The land is there—you can 
just make out the top of the skyscrapers.” 

With Malyssa’s naked shoulder rubbing against his 
chest, Kaze was a bit distracted, but he could see 
vague silhouettes atop the clouds. He thought they 
were palm trees, but as they sailed closer, the silhou- 
ettes turned into the skeletons of devastated buildings, 
tilted at odd angles. Malyssa leaned over the bow and 
again led them safely through unfamiliar shoals. 
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“Prepare to drop anchor!” ordered Xiao. “We don’t 
want to get too close.” 

Keena emerged from below, looking greener than 
Talon’s toenails. Kaze reached out to help her, but she 
brushed off his hand. Then she promptly rushed to the 
railing and vomited over the side. 

“Tsk, tsk,” said Malyssa with amusment. “She may 
have strong breath, but not a strong stomach.” 

“Lay off,” grumbled Keena, slumping onto the 
deck. “I feel better now.” 

“Listen,” said Kaze, “we all have to swim in. We 
can’t let the locals find out that the gods are with us, so 
to speak.” 

Keena nodded with resignation. “I'll make it. In_ 
fact, I'll do anything to stand on land again.” 

“Strike the sails!” ordered Xiao. “Down anchor!” 

The makeshift crew bustled about the sloop, getting 
the sails squared away and the anchor set. One by one, 
the four avatars dove off the side of the ship into the 
frigid sea, with both Kaze and Xiao keeping a watch- 
ful eye on Keena. True, she wasn’t a good swimmer, 
but she made up for it in determination as she stroked 
forcefully with her talons. 

Within seconds, they were spotted by a flock of 
seagulls, who circled overhead, cawing noisily at 
them. Gripping the precious map between his teeth, 
Kaze swam for the beach with calm, assured strokes, 
but his stomach was anything but calm. He had heard 
many stories about Chaos and his accursed domain, 
but he had never thought he would see it for himself. 

Yet there it was, dead ahead—nothing but ominous. 
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clouds, gnarled palm trees, and the twisted skeletons 
of ancient skyscrapers. And hiding somewhere in the 
Ruins was a deranged, flesh-eating, seventeen-foot-tall 
gorilla. 


TWELVE 


Chaos 


Kaze, Xiao, MALyssa, AND KEENA STAGGERED ASHORE 
on a treacherous beach that was littered with chunks of 
concrete and rusty girders. This miniature landscape 
aped the larger landscape behind the beach, in which 
vine-covered skyscrapers poked up from the jungle at 
obscene angles. It was hard to see how most of the 
buildings even remained standing. 

A terrific chattering of birds and monkeys drowned 
out Kaze’s thoughts, but when he took a step toward 
the buildings, the noise abruptly stopped. Everyone 
froze, but it was too late. The occupants had noticed 
they were here, and all that was left was an eerie quiet, 
plus the stench of something rotten. 

“So much for making a quiet entrance,” muttered 
Xiao. F 
Kaze unrolled the map, and Keena gazed over his 
shoulder at the crude but colorful markings. S| 
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pointed a sharp talon at one of the landmarks. “That 
looks like a waterfall. It’s in the right direction.” 

“Yes,” agreed Kaze, “and it ought to be easy enough 
to find. It’s near an archway. Does that sound right, 
Malyssa?” 

The sorceress shrugged. “I was only here once 
before, and I made it a point never to come back, until 
now.” 

“Too bad we couldn’t find a guide,” said Xiao with 
a disgruntled look at Kaze. 

“I failed in that,” said Kaze, “but this map is clear 
enough. We might as well just head north for a while, 
sticking close to the shore. Let’s go.” 

With no one offering a better idea, they moved 
cautiously up the beach, jumping from one mangled 
girder or foundation stone to another. In the decrepit, 
overgrown skyscrapers, there was constant movement 
and a few anxious chatters, as if the inhabitants were 
passing the word that the strangers were on the move. 
Keena startled a flock of birds, which startled her; they 
swooped around, cawing loudly and marking the 
humans’ location to all within earshot. Kaze felt very 
vulnerable in this strange land with its unpredictable 
ruler, and his hand seldom left his sword hilt. 

Then came the sound. At first Kaze thought it was 
hammering, because it had a metallic tone to it. But the 
pounding never let up or deviated in its frantic rhythm, 
and he realized it was ritual drumming. Although 
ominous, the drumming gave him hope, because Kaze 
had grown up beating drums and bells, and he used 
instruments constantly in his worship. He trusted 
drumming and associated it with healthful benefits and 
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a high-level contact with the gods, so he stopped and 
listend to the sound. 

Keena snarled, “What the hell is that?” 

“Drumming,” said Malyssa with delight. “Soothing, 
isn’t it? Well, they already know we’re here—I 
wonder when Chaos will show up. We should have a 
plan for when he does.” 

Kaze found the others looking at him. After losing 
that battle in the Hollows, he was reluctant to be in 
charge all the time, but nobody else seemed to want 
the job. 

“We don’t want to fight Chaos unless we have to,” 
declared Kaze. “Ideally, we'll find the Bonds without 
even seeing him. We should also avoid summoning the 
gods as long as we can, because we want to save that 
element of surprise.” 

Keena snapped her talons. “Do you think we can 
kill him, if we have to?” 

The drumming suddenly stopped, and everyone 
froze. The warriors assumed fighting positions as they 
eyed the rakish buildings, expecting to see the de- 
mented ape come charging out. But the bizarre land- 
scape remained as before, except that it seemed even 
more quiet and foreboding. Kaze finally started walk- 
ing north again, and the others cautiously followed 

~ him. 

To his surprise, the first one to catch up to him was 
Malyssa. She strolled cheerfully beside him, almost 
looking wholesome in the bright daylight, with 

hair slicked back, all wet and shiny. This was his 
opportunity to ask her about Kim, but he didn’t want 
confront that topic head-on. 
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Instead he asked, “Is there any sorcery that would 
work against Chaos?” 

“None that I can do,” admitted Malyssa. “But Verti- 
go’s petrify spell might work, if he was weak enough. I 
suggest we save that for the coup de grace. I also have 
another suggestion.” 

Yes?" 

She whispered, “If we are totally defeated and can’t 
even call the gods for help, I plan to transport out of 
here. If you grab me at that moment, you will transport 
with me.” 

Kaze scowled. “I hate planning our retreat already.” 

“You can stay and have your mangled corpse pissed 
on by a gorilla, but not me. Hmmm, maybe you would 
like that.” She smiled wickedly. 

“I think we can beat him,” said Kaze with more 
confidence than he felt. 

“So do I. But if we’re wrong, remember what I told 
you. I’ll give you a look, and you'll know I’m going. 
Make your decision instantly, because I won’t wait 
around.” 

Kaze cleared his throat, working up his courage. He 
hated to play into Malyssa’s cruel streak like this, but 
he couldn’t help himself. He had to ask, “Is Kim really 
alive?” 

“She was when I saw her,” answered Malyssa, 
gazing frankly into his eyes. “She said you were 
betrothed, not yet married, although she didn’t sound 
entirely sure about that. I take it you were stringing her 
along?” 

“No!” barked Kaze. He looked back with embar- 
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rassment at Keena and Xiao, who were keeping 
discreet distance behind them. “I . . . I didn’t make 
my intentions as clear as they should have been. I w: 
to save Kim, if possible, and marry her.” 

“Are you sure you’re not a virgin?” asked Maly: 
with a twinkle in her eye. 

Kaze scowled. “This isn’t funny!” 

“Loosen up, Kaze. We’re probably going to die i 
the next ten minutes, so we might as well have a li 
fun. If we survive this little trek, I'll help you fi 
her. I want to prove to you that I’m not such an e 
person.” With a sweet smile, Malyssa took his brawny 
arm. 
Before Kaze could react, a rock tumbled across their 
path, as if it had been thrown. He and Malys: 
instantly crouched down, ready to fight or flee, 
Keena and Xiao also assumed defensive postures. 

“What happened?” asked Xiao. 

“Somebody threw a rock at us,” answered Kaze. 
looked around but saw no one, and no other attack w; 
forthcoming. A monkey chattered gleefully at him, 
if having a great laugh at his expense. 

“The monkeys threw it?” asked Keena doubtfully. 

“They weren't very accurate,” replied Malyssa. 

“T could have hit you!” shouted a man’s voice. 

Everyone dropped again into defensive postu 
“Show yourself!” shouted Kaze. 

“I am peaceful!” shouted the voice. “I could ha’ 
hit you!” 

“Maybe.” 

Kaze heard some gravel shifting, and he turned t 


The Avatars 181 


see an oddly dressed man come sliding down the 
rubble toward the beach. All he carried was a pipe, 
which dangled from his hand like a weapon, or a 
drumstick. His hair was twisted into coarse braids and 
piled haphazardly upon his head, and he had a number 
of tattoos and ritual scars etched into his muscular 
body. Despite his ferocious appearance, his manner 
was quite civilized as he ambled toward them with a 
broad smile on his face. 

The man bowed. “Welcome to our fair shores! It’s 
been a long time since we’ve had visitors, except for 
those accursed dead folk. Why are they bothering us? 
Oh, well. Permit me to introduce myself—Lazlo, a 
humble servant of Chaos.” 

Kaze took a step toward the man. “Where is your 
master?” 

Lazlo shrugged. “I don’t know. I suppose he could 
be battling those dead folk or one of the other gods. 
Quite the pugilist, he is.” 

Kaze glanced at his comrades, and they were all 
thinking the same thing. Word of Necrosan’s victory 
and the gods’ banishment had not reached these 
remote shores, or at least not this man. Lazlo seemed 
intelligent enough to Kaze, so the avatar decided to tell 
him the truth, leaving out a few details. There was a 
risk that Lazlo would somehow alert Chaos—they 
would deal with that meeting when it happened—but 
the opportunity to enlist a guide was too good to pass 
up. 

“Listen, Lazlo,” said Kaze, “we need a guide, some- 
one who will show us around the Ruins.” 
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“Oh, I’m your man!” crowed the local. “What do 
you want to see first? The old coliseum, where they 
used to have giant tractor pulls, or maybe the piranha 
pools?” 

“The Bonds of Forbidding,” answered Kaze. At 
Lazlo’s puzzled expression, he explained how the 
other gods had been banished by these mysterious 
Bonds, just as in the days before the Cataclysm. 

“Ah, I think I know something about that,” said 
Lazlo vaguely. 

“What about Necrosan?” asked Xiao. “Surely you 
know about him.” 

Lazlo shook his head. “I don’t think so. It’s been 
quiet around here, except for those zombies.” He 
shivered. 

“Necrosan sent the zombies,” said Kaze. “It's all 
part of his plan to conquer Urth. I envy you your 
blissful ignorance, but we have a mission. Will you 
please be our guide and show us the way to get to this 
spot on the map?” 

The colorful local studied the proffered map and 
rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “I can make you a 
prettier map than this.” 

“Can you get us there?” growled Xiao. “I can give 
you two ‘Good For One Play’ coins.” 

Lazlo beamed. “Done!” 

Having expanded to five, the tiny band set out 
again. The only one unhappy about this new arrange- 
ment was Malyssa. Kaze fell into step with her behind 
Lazlo, Xiao, and Keena. 

“TJ don’t like it,” she whispered to Kaze. 
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“Why not? Is there something wrong with your 
map?” 

“Not that,” snarled Malyssa. “This is just way too 
easy. We show up, he shows up, and Chaos is 
mysteriously gone. Have we gotten lucky all of a 
sudden?” 

“It was bound to happen,” Kaze answered with a 
smile. “What you need to do, Malyssa, is just relax and 
go with the flow.” 

As she glared at him, Kaze fell in behind Lazlo, who 
was enchanting Keena and Xiao with his running 
commentary about the land of Chaos. He pointed to a 
lofty tower that swayed in the breeze like a palm tree. 
“That’s the building where Shank Traff once worked. 
Do you remember him?” 

They all shook their heads, although the name did 
sound vaguely familiar to Kaze. “No matter,” said 
Lazlo cheerfully. “That’s ancient history. More re- 
cently, Chaos threw Blizzard into that tower and made 
it tilt even worse. Now it’s so rickety that even the 
birds avoid it.” 

Skirting around the worst of the rubble-strewn 
streets, their guide led them through the deserted city. 
He showed them toppled statuary, underground rail- 
way entrances, an old cigar store, and other oddities. 
Near two golden arches depicted on the map, they 
found a bluff that had jutted straight out of the ground 
during the Cataclysm. From the top of the bluff, a 
turquoise waterfall tumbled into what had once been 
an ice-skating rink, creating a lovely lake where none 
was intended to be. 

Keena was drawn to the soothing lake and the 
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waterfall, and she bent down to put her hand in the 
water. “Better not, my dear!” called Lazlo. “Alligators, 
you know.” 

She jumped back. “Alligators?” 

“The lakes are full of them, except those that are full 
of piranha. All those gators that were flushed down the 
toilet—they can be thirty or forty feet long, so keep 
your eyes open.” With a cheerful smile, Lazlo directed 
his small party under the golden arches, and they were 
soon climbing uphill. 

Kaze followed their progress on the map and 
nodded with satisfaction at Malyssa. “We could make 
our destination by this afternoon.” 

The sorceress called out, “Hey, Lazlo, where are all 
the other people? Are you the only one in this whole 
city?” 

He glanced back at her with a frown. “My people 
are a superstitious lot—when the undead soldiers 
showed up, they ran for the hills. I stayed and hid fro 
them, because I knew there had to be some explana- 
tion. And now you have shown up to provide it!” 
Lazlo seemed inordinately pleased with himself. 

They climbed halfway up the bluff, to where both 
trees and buildings were nonexistent. In the hot sun, 
climbing a steep path, Kaze was beginning to 
winded for the first time in their journey. “How muc 
farther do we have to go?” he asked. 

“Let me see the map,” requested Lazlo. He studi 
the parchment, muttering comments under his 
as he spotted various landmarks. “It looks like 
Bonds you seek may be in the tunnel.” 

“The tunnel?” asked Kaze, not liking the sound 
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that. He glanced back at Malyssa, hoping she. could 
give him some kind of confirmation. 

“Don’t look at me,” she said testily. 

“This way!” called Lazlo, gamely trekking off in 
another direction. 

They followed him over rugged buttes and spires 
that had obliterated most of the ancient buildings, 
although here and there were chunks of crumbling 
rubble. From these heights, Kaze could see the ocean 
in the distance, which brought him some consolation, 
even though their sailboat was out of view. They all 
kept looking over their shoulders for Chaos, everyone 
except Lazlo, who strolled along as if he were on a 
family picnic. 

“How often do you see Chaos?” asked Kaze. 

Lazlo stopped, as if he had been asked a particularly 
hard question. “Never,” he replied cheerfully. “Down 
there is where the great ocean liners used to dock. It’s 
almost all quicksand now.” 

Although Lazlo was talkative, especially about 
events that had happened hundreds of years ago, he 
was mostly blank on recent events. Kaze began to fear 
that the happy-go-lucky fellow was mentally impaired 
in some way, and he hoped he wouldn’t get them lost. 

“This is a a traffic cloverleaf,” explained Lazlo, 
leading them down a slippery incline onto a crinkled 
stretch of cement. Giant, broken supports towered all 
around the small party, but the overpasses were long 
gone. Kaze wasn’t sure what a “traffic cloverleaf” was, 
but the footing was better down here, so he didn’t 
complain. 

Briskly leaping over rubble, they followed the 
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warped roadway toward a gaping hole in the side of 
the mountain. Kaze had an uneasy feeling as they drew 
closer; he wasn’t fond of underground places. It 
looked as if a giant worm had hollowed out the hole, 
leaving slick tiles to line the walls. Hulks of metal 
littered the tunnel, stretching into the darkness, and 
Kaze knew them to be cars. He had recently rescued 
gasoline from similar antiques. The inside of the 
tunnel was dusty, dry, and putrid smelling. 
“Explain this tunnel to me,” demanded Kaze. 
“It used to go all the way under the water,” said 
Lazlo proudly. “Now I don’t know how far down it 
goes before it gets swamped with water. I would watch 
out for alligators.” 
“What makes you think this is where the Bonds of 
Forbidding are located?” asked Xiao. 
“Your map.” Lazio held it out for them to study. 
“Look at the mark. Doesn’t it appear to be inside this 
tunnel? See, here are the bluffs and the old harbor, 
right where they’re supposed to be. It’s your map—do 
you have another interpretation?” 
“No,” muttered Xiao. “It looks as if we'll have to go 
inside and look around.” 
“Tl stay out here,” said Malyssa with determina- 
tion. “On watch.” 
“No,” said Kaze, grabbing her arm. “We need your 
staff to make us some light.” He pushed her inside the 
tunnel and strode in after her. 
“Excuse me!” called Lazlo. “When do I get paid?” 
“Aren’t you coming with us?” asked Xiao. f 
Lazlo laughed nervously. “Do I have to?” 
“You promised to guide us to the Bonds of Forbi: 
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ding,” called Kaze. “So wait for us until we get back!” 

The guide bowed low. “Rest assured, I will be 
here.” 

By a feeble circle of light emanating from Malyssa’s 
staff, the four avatars picked their way cautiously 
through the cluttered tunnel. The dust of ages rose all 
around them, forcing them to cover their mouths. They 
passed mummified remains pinned to the springs of 
the old car seats. Rats and squirrels scurried among the 
cars, and Malyssa bent down to scoop up a snake, 
which she pressed to her bosom. 

“There, there,” she cooed to the snake. “We won’t 
harm you. I bet you can tell me more than that fool of 
a guide.” She listened carefully as the snake hissed and 
slithered around between her breasts. 

With a worried look, she turned to Kaze. “He says 
there’s nothing down here—but death.” 

“There’s nothing anywhere but death,” muttered 
Kaze. He brushed a cobweb out of his face and 
grabbed Malyssa’s hand to lift her staff higher. “Can’t 
you do some magic-sensing?” he asked. “See if the 
Bonds are near. 

She shook her head, mortified. “I don’t have to do 
that, Kaze, because there’s nothing down here. The 
map’s a fake.” 

“What?” 

“Is there something wrong?” asked Xiao behind 
them. 

“No,” said Malyssa. She grabbed Kaze’s hand and 
ran ahead with him, letting the snake curl around her 
staff. Then she whispered, “I thought this would be a 
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lark—you know, to send you on a wild goose chase. 
So I made the fake map.” 

“Why would you do that?” asked Kaze through 
clenched teeth. “Were you also lying about Kim?” 

“No,” said Malyssa, her dark eyes flashing. “She’s 
alive, I swear to you. But I have a bad feeling about 
this place. Stay close to me.” 4 

As if to echo her anxious words, a horrible rush of 
air blurted from the entrance to the tunnel. The hot, 
noxious wind struck them in their faces, burning their 
eyes and nostrils. The stench was so overwhelming 
that Kaze dropped to his knees and struggled to keep 
his consciousness. Keena and Xiao were also cough- 
ing and covering their mouths, and Malyssa had 
surrounded herself with an aura of protective light. 
Kaze could see the foul gas shining a sickly green hue 
in the glow of her staff. 

Shaking off the effects of the poison, Kaze stag- 
gered to his feet just as he heard apelike snorts o} 
laughter coming from the entrance of the tunnel. He 
looked up to see a huge shadow rise in the entrance 
and block out the sunlight. 

“Uh-oh,” said Keena. 

“Chaos! We mean you only peace!” shouted Kaze. 

He was answered by an anguished roar that was 
loud it shook the tunnel and caused dust and tiles 
rain down upon their heads. The roar degenerated in 
demented slobbering and puking sounds, and witho 
his bidding Kaze’s legs carried him deeper into 
tunnel. Behind him, the hulking figure picked up a c: 
and hurled it, forcing Malyssa to dive for cover as it 
the other wrecks with a crunch. 
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Her concentration broken, she scrambled to her feet 
and looked in panic at Kaze. “I can’t transport out!” 
“Then run for it!” shouted the warrior. 
Chaos shrieked with mutant rage as he charged 
down the tunnel after them, knocking cars and con- 
crete out of the way. 


THIRTEEN 


Retreat 


WITH A GRUNTING, SEVENTEEN-FOOT-TALL APE CHARGING 
after them, Kaze, Xiao, Malyssa, and Keena staggered 
blindly down the old automobile tunnel. Within a few 
feet, the terrain shifted from a dusty tomb to under- 
ground swampland, and they were mid-calf in murky 
water. Kaze knew this was insane. “Halt!” he shouted. 
“Form ranks!” 

But his order was too late for Keena, as she 
disappeared into a dark pool of water. A second later, 
she came up sputtering and holding open the jaws of a 
thirty-foot-long alligator. Its tremendous tail lashed the 
water, and she was losing her grip. Kaze drew his 
sword and rushed forward to help her, but she freed 
one taloned hand and rammed it up through the gator’s 
lower jaw, pinning it shut with the upper. With the 
other hand, she ripped open his stomach and gutted 
him. The beast slid away, writhing in agony. But more 
gators came lunging out of the foul water, and Keena 
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wisely scrambled on top of a rusting car, kicking them 
away. 

Xiao rushed past Kaze, headed straight for Chaos. 
The unarmed fighter leaped into a ball, spun in the 
air, and hit the surprised ape in the chest with a drop- 
kick. Chaos staggered backward, coughing, and Xiao 
scrambled to escape. With an enraged snarl, the gorilla 
spit a huge glob of phlegm that caught Xiao around the 
legs and brought him down. The orange ape advanced 
on him, saliva dripping from his jagged teeth. 

As the ape reached for Xiao with a giant hand, 
Kaze’s sword slashed across his hairly knuckles, 
drawing a skid mark of blood. Chaos screamed and 
leaped back, sucking on his hand, which gave Kaze 
enough time to reach Xiao. Chaos’s phlegm was like 
green tar, and Xiao was so enmeshed in it that he could 
barely move his legs. 

“T have to shift!” panted Xiao. 

Before he could do so, they heard a teeth-chattering 
roar behind them, followed by a crunching sound as 
Keena changed into the mighty Talon and flattened the 
car she was standing upon. A couple of gators had 
the bad timing to snap their jaws at this intruder, and 
the huge raptor pounced on them, one under each foot, 
and ripped their heads off. Chaos grunted in amaze- 
ment at this familiar and despised apparition. With a 
mixture of delight and rage, his nostrils flared, and he 
roared a deafening challenge that shook more tiles off 
the ceiling. 

As the monsters growled and stalked each other, 
Kaze used his robe to pull great gobs of mucus off 
Xiao’s legs. The ground began to tremble, and both of 
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them scrambled to their feet. They dove out of the way 
as Chaos and Talon collided in the center of the tunnel, 
smashing cars aside and tossing mummies every- 
where. While the gods ripped and pummeled each 
other, Kaze peered up from the wreckage to look for 
Malyssa, and he spotted the light of her staff bobbing 
down the tunnel, then out of sight. 

Kaze was amazed to find that he could see in the 
dark, a useful side-effect of being an avatar. Over the 
growls and snorts, he told Xiao, “The Bonds aren’t 
down here!” 

“How do you know that?” 

“Malyssa told me—she faked the map.” 

“That bitch!” roared Xiao, sounding as loud and 
angry as Chaos. 

“Listen, you stay here and help Keena. Call on 
Slashfang if you have to, but give me enough time to 
find Malyssa. I'll come back.” 

Xiao nodded, and Kaze slapped him on his broad, 
hairy back. With the gods in a melee, it was fairly easy 
to slip past them, as Malyssa had done. Once Kaze was 
free of the swamp, the alligators, and the enraged 
gods, he set off at a steady jog down the tunnel, headed 
for daylight. 

Emerging from the traffic tunnel, the warrior didn’t 
see Malyssa, but he spotted a set of wet tracks leading 
back the way they had come. They were spaced far 
enough apart that she must have been running. Wher 
was she going? j 

The ship! He had a lot of ground to cover fast, 
Kaze was already turning into Blizzard before he 
even halfway down the bluff. The great blue 
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bounded over the waterfalls and the golden arches and 
zigzagged through the ruins without losing a stride. He 
loped onto the beach just as Malyssa unleashed a 
fireball from her staff that blasted their boat and set the 
sails aflame. Blizzard roared and ran toward her, but 
the ship blazed out of control. 

The sorceress twisted around and grew like a deadly 
vine into a familiar blue demon named Vertigo. 
Blizzard ducked into a head butt, but she dodged it and 
tripped him up with her whiplike tail. He bounced to 
his feet, and they circled each other on the treacherous 
beach, while the roars of Chaos, Talon, and Slashfang 
rent the air behind them. 

This was like old times, thought Blizzard, and he 
tried to control his tremendous rage and loathing for 
Vertigo. But that was impossible when she hissed and 
snarled at him, daring him to lunge for her so that she 
could impale him with her scorpion sting. He wanted 
to tear her apart! 

Suddenly he saw it, something in her eyes, and he 
dashed toward the repulsive dinosaur just as she began 
to transport. Blinded by the violet light that engulfed 
him, Blizzard wrapped his arms around Vertigo’s scaly 
hide, and both gods transported out of the Ruins. 


Keena glanced back at the tiny circle of light at the end 
of the tunnel, but there was no sign of Kaze or 
Malyssa. She and Xiao were on their own. There came 
a terrible groaning sound as Slashfang shoved a van 
out of the way and bounded after Chaos. The two 
behemoths grappled once again in a contest of brute, 
animalistic strength, and Keena leaped out of the way. 
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She and Xiao had alternated back and forth, fighting 
with Chaos, but they couldn’t keep doing that much 
longer. As much as she hated to retreat, they had to 
subdue or distract the ape long enough to escape. The 
gods could never tear themselves away from a battle, 
so it would be up to the humans to figure out a way to 
stun Chaos and escape. But how? : 

Keena looked around and saw an old tailpipe 
sticking out of an overturned car. She remembered the 
odd drumming they had heard just before meeting up 
with Lazlo, who had lured them down here. Chaos had 
shown up awfully damn fast, knowing just where to 
go, and she wondered if the drumming had anything to 
do with it. Maybe the drumming was a way to reach 
Chaos on some higher plane. Something had to soothe 
him. 

Slashfang was trying to deliver a jugular blow with 
his tremendous canine teeth, while Chaos thwarted 
him with quick jabs. Keena dashed to the overturned 
car, gripped the tailpipe, and snapped it off. The frantic 
rhythm from earlier was still vivid in her mind, and 
within seconds she was pounding the beat on the roof 
of a car. As the metallic clanging echoed in the 
tunnel-like busted water pipe, she sent a telepathic 
message to Slashfang, urging him to back off. 

Both beasts looked at her at once and blinked with 
surprise. Slashfang grumbled under his breath, but he 
reluctantly withdrew from the fray. Chaos grunted 
along with the familiar beat, then he swayed and — 
chattered happily. He danced a bit, and did a somer- 
sault! 

Keena was staring at the strange sight of a joyful 
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Chaos when she felt a hand on her shoulder. She 
jumped and saw Xiao gazing at her. “The drumming 
was good thinking. Keep it up!” 

“T don’t know how long I can!” shouted Keena over 
her own racket. 

When she turned back to watch Chaos, he wasn’t 
there anymore. In his place stood Lazlo, and the 
outlandish native was beating on a car with his own 
pipe, having an awfully good time. 

“Look at that,” breathed Xiao. “He’s an avatar, too! 
The drumming must bring out his human side.” 

“Let's just start walking out slowly,” said Keena. 
“T'll bang on cars as we go. You get ready to protect 
us, if you have to.” 

“Gotcha,” answered Xiao. “Start walking.” 

Keena skipped toward the entrance, banging on car 
roofs and smashing windows as she went. Xiao 
followed her, keeping a close eye on Lazlo, who kept 
whacking away on the wrecks around him, oblivious 
to everything else. 

When he finally realized that his accompanist had 
left, he called out, “I say! Where have you gone?” 

“We got what we wanted!” yelled Xiao. “We’re 
going outside now. Come and get your pay!” 

Keena tried to ignore the voices behind her as 
she kept plowing toward the exit. When she finally 
emerged into sunlight and relatively clean air, she 
wanted to keep running straight toward the boat. But 
she couldn’t desert Xiao, as Kaze had deserted them. 
Reluctantly, she glanced back to see Xiao and Lazlo 
walking out of the tunnel together. Lazlo held two 
coins in the air and stared at them in the sunlight. 
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“Thank you! Thank you!” he enthused. “It’s been a 
pleasure doing business with you.” 

Keena marched toward them with a few questions 
on her mind. “Lazio, is that your real name?” 

He looked down. “Uh, no. I’m actually Dr. Shank 
Traff. I'm over a thousand years old, but I’ve spent 
most of that time as a mutant ape. I can control it 
now . . . usually. The drumming helps.” 

With realization, the scientist grinned at them. “But 
of course, you can do it, too! Were you also perform- 
ing genetic experiments on yourself with your gods’ 
DNA?” 

“No,” answered Xiao. “Our gods are imprisoned, 
and they chose us to be their avatars. In our case, it’s 
not science, it’s magic.” 

Traff scratched his head. “Hard to tell the difference 
sometimes. I’m glad you escaped from him.” He 
shivered. 

“How long can you control Chaos?” asked Keena. 

“As long as I drum . . . and don’t listen to the 
voices.” Traff gave her a pained smile. 

She grabbed her companion’s arm. “Come on, Xiao, 
let’s get going. We’ve got what we needed, and it’s 
time to go home now.” 

“Yes,” answered Xiao, giving Traff a friendly wave. 
“See you around, old man!” 

“Come again some time!” called the famed witch 
doctor. 


A passenger, warping through time and space, Kaze 
materialized in the middle of the Tomb, with his arms 
wrapped tightly around Malyssa’s scantily clad torso. 
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She squirmed comfortably against him and circled her 
arms about his waist. 

“Oh, this is much better,” she cooed. “I’m glad 
we’re not in that horrid place anymore, and our 
monster friends are gone.” 

Kaze pulled away from her, somewhat reluctantly. 
“When we transported, we changed back. Interesting.” 

“Not so interesting, that’s how I willed it.” Malyssa 
again wrapped her arms around him and cuddled into 
his chest. “Come on, Kaze, we were meant to be 
together, and you know it. The avatars are a new race 
of people. Who knows what kind of children we might 
have?” 

He grabbed her by the shoulders and held her at 
arm’s length. “You speak of children, and I don’t know 
if you're a woman or a demon! If you want my trust, 
then no more lies—I want straight answers from you.” 

“And then what?” she sneered. “What do I get out 
of it? Are you going to string me along like you did 
Kim?” 

He raised his hand as if to belt her, but he caught 
himself. “All right, I will be your man, your lover, 
whatever you want—but only after you help us get rid 
of Necrosan.” 

“Wow,” said Malyssa, impressed. “And you’re the 
type who would actually keep a promise like that. 
What about Kim?” 

“That part is true?” 

She nodded, and Kaze said, “Then I'll let her go. If 
she survives this, she’ll need somebody stable, some- 
body who can help her rebuild a normal life. You’re 
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right about us—we’'re freaks—and we might as well 
admit it.” 

She snuggled up to him again. “I think I can give 
you an advance on your part of the bargain.” 

“I don’t want an advance,” he said, pushing her 
away. “I want you to do everything you can to help us 
defeat Necrosan. Now where are the Bonds of Forbid- 
ding?” 

She shrugged. “What makes you think I know?” 

In a flash, he grabbed her wrist and twisted her arm 
back, and Malyssa yelped with pain. “Tell me!” he 
grunted. 

“Okay, okay. Make sure you act like this on our 
honeymoon, too.” 

Kaze let go of her, and she massaged her wrist. “The 
Bonds come from a portal to another dimension. Close 
the portal, and you break the Bonds, But it’s buried 
deep in a gorge in a wasteland many miles from here, 
and I haven't got enough energy left to transport us 
there.” 

“Then we'd better start walking,” said Kaze, nudg- 
ing her along. “I wish there was some way to alert 
Xiao and Keena, but there’s not.” 

Kaze gave her another shove in the back, and she 
protested, “Believe me, I’ve told you a lot more of the 
truth than I ever intended. When Necrosan finds 
out—” 

“What kind of deal have you got with him?” 

“Same one,” she admitted, “but yours is more 
appealing. Besides, I can’t stomach any more zom- 
bies.” 
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Kaze just shook his head, wondering how badly he 
would regret making a deal with the dark sorceress. 


Keena and Xiao stood on the beach near the Ruins, 
watching charred flotsam wash up on the beach amid 
the dirty foam. The teenager was absolutely livid as 
she stared at the remains of their boat, and she kicked 
a blackened chunk of it. 

“Those bastards marooned us here with Chaos!” she 
seethed. 

“Now, now,” answered Xiao, “I know it looks that 
way, but we don’t know what happened.” 

“Well, Chaos was with us, so who destroyed the 
boat? Here’s a hint—it’s two people who aren’t here 
anymore.” 

“I know it looks bad,” admitted Xiao, “but there’s 
got to be some explanation.” 

Keena folded her talons and put her hands on her 
hips. “Let me tell you something about our noble 
shaman, Kaze. He was really strung out over losing a 
girlfriend named Kim, and Malyssa told him that she 
was still alive. He believed her, the fool! She’s been 
waving this carrot in front of him since last night, and 
I bet he fell for it. They’re off, doing their own thing.” 

Xiao smiled. “You couldn’t a bit jealous, could 
you?” 

“Jealous!” wailed the teenager. “Over a fickle man?” 

But Xiao stared past her at the ocean. “Well, I’ll be 
damned.” 

“What?” Keena turned and stared. Cutting toward 
them through the surf was the most bizarre boat she’d 
ever seen; it most closely resembled a drifting tangle 
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of debris. Eager waves splashed against its patchwork 
hull of rusted metal plates, bound together with 
twisted blue and yellow cables; salt encrusted the slack 
gray tires encircling the waterline, and from one side a 
pontoon descended, the word “Propane” barely legible 
on its side. In the rear of the strange craft was Shank 
Traff, paddling with an octagonal oar, the word “STOP” 
painted on it. 

He waved exuberantly at them. “Need a ride?” 

Keena looked worriedly at Kaze. “He could change 
into Chaos at any second.” 

“I know,” answered Xiao. “So bring your drum- 
sticks, and be ready to use them.” He waded into the 
surf toward the canoe, and Keena rolled her eyes and 
splashed in after him. 


Limping and panting, Necrosan fled on foot through 
scorched fields, strewn with the charred limbs of his 
once vast army. He glanced behind him, expecting to 
see Sauron and Armadon in hot pursuit, but the 
battlefield was deserted except for a few scavengers 
picking through the bodies. He couldn’t believe his 
luck—they were letting him escape! 

But why? After mounting a brilliant surprise attack, 
his troops were decimated, and he was on the run. This 
was the time to finish him off, not pull back! 

Puzzled, Necrosan plodded to a stop among the 
charred corn stalks and watched the sun go down in 
pastel colors over the bloody battlefield. Why had they 
let him go? They couldn’t all be like Malyssa, angling 
for some hidden purpose, could they? No, he had seen 
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pure hatred in the eyes of Sauron and Armadon—they 
had wanted to kill him. So why hadn’t they? 

The only logical answer was that they couldn’t! For 
some bizarre reason, they couldn’t chase him down 
and finish him off in the manner he so richly deserved. 
Come to think of it, the entire battle with the two gods 
had been very strange, with them popping in and out 
of sight. Where had they gone when they weren’t 
fighing him? And where were the other gods? 

What if the Bonds of Forbidding hadn’t been 
broken? Necrosan remembered what Malyssa had told 
him about illusions the shamans were using to dupe 
their gullible followers into thinking the gods were still 
around. What if such trickery had been used on him? 
The gashes and teeth marks all over his body belied 
the notion of Armadon and Sauron being mere illu- 
sions, but they weren’t quite real either. It was as if 
they had been trying to conserve their energy and 
appear only when needed. Why? 

Necrosan pondered this question as he retraced the 
path of his retreat. Perhaps the shamans had found 
some way to free the gods from their prisons, but only 
temporarily. That would explain their actions. Maybe 
they had to wait a period of time until they could fight 
again. They had limitations, and Necrosan was going 
to find out exactly what they were. 

He sent out a telepathic command to his zombies to 
regroup at his castle and repel all invaders. That would 
make everyone think that he was in residence, too. 
While they celebrated their victory and plotted their 
next move, he would slip behind their lines and do a 
bit of spying. With night falling, Necrosan was certain 
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that he could blend into the shadows, especially with 
so many piles of bones lying around. If he didn’t try to — 
use it, his broken wing would be fine by morning. 

With a chuckle, Necrosan headed back toward 
enemy lines. 


General Sinjin strode in front of a huge bonfire full of 
zombies, which burned like wet logs, sizzling and 
crackling in the flames. The light glistened off Sinjin’s 
scarlet armor, making him look like a fire demon as he 
waved his battle-ax in the air. Arik and Tor stood off to 
the side, watching, but the rest of the troops cheered 
lustily. 

“Hail Sinjin!” came a cry. 

“Hail Sinjin!” echoed hundreds of voices. 

Arik crossed his arms and frowned. “What are we, 
chopped liver?” 

“Well,” said Tor, “he did come up with a lot of good 
ideas, and his plan worked perfectly. I’m willing to 
give him his due.” 

“But fighting Necrosan was the hard job,” grumbled 
Arik. “We were lucky to get out alive.” 

Tor nodded his head grimly. “I know. We need the 
gods full-time.” 

Sinjin suddenly whirled in their direction and pointed 
a long finger at the warriors. “Hail to my comrades— 
Arik and Tor!” , 

“Hail to Arik and Tor!” screamed the crowd. 

Arik puffed his massive chest and waved. Preoccu- — 
pied, Tor continued to think about Necrosan, wonder- 
ing how they could get rid of him for good. 

“It’s too bad the vanquished are all zombies!” 
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announced Sinjin. “Or else we could have ourselves a 
grand feast!” 

There were roars of approval from the crowd, plus 
some tasteless jokes. Sinjin raised his ax and shouted, 
“I swear to you—I will eat the heart of Necrosan, if I 
can find it! Death to Necrosan!” 

This was a chant that everyone could get behind, 
and Tor and Arik were soon bellowing along with the 
others, “Death to Necrosan! Death to Necrosan!” 

After they had shouted themselves hoarse, Sinjin 
strolled over to Tor and Arik. “Well done, men. 
Tomorrow we will put an end to that accursed demon.” 

“How do you plan to do that?” asked Tor. 

“For starters, we will destroy his castle, destroy his 
army, and break every rotten bone in his body. You 
two came very close to doing that today.” 

“Yeah, but he got away,” said Arik with a scowl. 
“We couldn’t keep the gods here long enough to finish 
him.” 

“Were you both tapped out by the time he ran 
away?” 

“Yes,” admitted Tor. “I was. I doubt if I could 
summon Armadon right now. We stretched the power 
to its limits today.” 

Arik nodded glumly. “An hour goes by very quickly.” 

“I see,” said Sinjin. “I used Diablo very little 
myself. You will have to pace yourselves next time.” 

“Easier said than done, when you're fighting Nec- 
rosan,” muttered Arik. 

Tor interjected, “If the others break the Bonds, and 
we have all the gods back—” 

“Don’t count on that,” warned Sinjin. “We have to 
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be prepared to win this war with what we've got. 
Never count on reinforcements. The others may have 
failed or already be dead. Think of it as just us, is that 
understood?” 

“Yes,” answered Arik, sounding as if he were in 
complete agreement. 

Tor frowned. He wanted to fight side by side with 
Armadon, not switch places with him, but he supposed 
that Sinjin was right. They couldn’t depend upon 
anyone coming to their rescue, not even the other 
avatars. 

“We'll pace ourselves tomorrow,” he promised. 

“You'd better,” said Sinjin with a steely glint in his 
eye. He hefted his ax onto his shoulder and strode off 
toward the roaring bonfire, his soldiers cheering his 
return, 

Behind him, Tor heard a crumpling sound, like a 
pile of bones toppling over. He whirled around, bat he — 
couldn’t see anything unusual in the wavering light of 
the fire, just piles of debris and hacked-up zombies 
waiting to be burned. Some of the limbs were still 
twitching. 

“Something wrong?” asked Arik. 

Tor shrugged. “No. I’m just jumpy, I guess. Go 
ahead and sleep; I'll take first watch.” 

Arik yawned. “Fine with me. But you get some rest, 
too.” 

“T will,” said Tor, wondering if he really would. 


FOURTEEN 


Battle Lines 


MorNING FOUND KAZE AND MALYSSA WALKING THROUGH 
a sylvan meadow with shimmering, knee-high grass, 
gurgling streams, and dense copses of trees as far as 
the eye could see. This land was beautiful, thought 
Kaze, almost as beautiful as the Cliff. There was so 
much of the Urth he hadn’t seen in his brief, sheltered 
lifetime, having spent all his time in the Himalayas. 
Some of Urth was cold and uninviting, such as the 
Tomb, but other areas were startling in their beauty. 
For the first time, he understood why the gods battled 
over these far-flung lands, trying to unite them under 
one rule. 

“Who does this land belong to?” he asked Malyssa. 

“Slashfang, I believe. Amazing, isn’t it, how peace- 
ful the Urth is without the gods?” 

“Yes,” breathed Kaze, then he caught himself. “I 
mean, no! It’s peaceful when the gods are here, too.” 

Malyssa scoffed. “No, it’s not. With the gods 
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running Urth, it’s nothing but constant war, destruc- 


tion, and hardship for the human race. Most of them } 


treat their followers abysmally, keeping them in pens, 
using them for nothing but food and fighting. I know 
you're on a mission to bring the gods back, but you 
should really think about what you’re doing. Do we 
really need the gods all the time?” 

When Kaze said nothing, Malyssa stepped in front 
of him and continued, “With this current setup, we’ ve 
got the best of both worlds! If there’s an emergency, 
we've got the gods close at hand, but we don’t have to 
put up with their giant egos and overbearing arro- 
gance. I'll help you overthrow Necrosan, but maybe 
it’s time for humans to control their own destiny. The 
avatars can lead the way to a new reign on Urth, by 
humans and for humans!” fF. 

“Blizzard is a benevolent god,” said Kaze with a 
knee-jerk reaction. 

“Sometimes,” answered Malyssa. “But I’ve seen 
him chomping humans right and left, just like the rest 
of them. The problem is, we can’t bring back just 
Blizzard and Armadon, we’ve got to bring them all 
back. And some of them I don’t really want to see 
again on a permanent basis, and neither do you.” 

Kaze stepped around her, saying nothing. He didn’t 
want to give any credence to her words, because he 
was thinking the same thing—and it felt like treason. 
Yet he had to admit, it would be hard to go back to the 
old ways of total subservience to the gods. He liked 
having Blizzard at his command, instead of the other 
way around. 
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“One more thing,” said Malyssa urgently. “As soon 
as they’re free, they'll try to kill us.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“You can’t just snap your fingers and reverse this 
avatar business! The only way to end it is if we die. 
Once those greedy gods are free, do you think they’re 
going to welcome a bunch of humans who can order 
them around? I doubt it. If they want their full power 
back, they’re going to have to kill us. I figure the life 
span of avatars will get pretty short when the gods are 
again loose on the Urth.” 

Kaze scratched his chin thoughtfully. He didn’t 
think Blizzard would kill him, but Malyssa and some 
of the other avatars did indeed have good reason to 
worry. 

“First things first,” he said resolutely. “We have to 
get rid of Necrosan, and then we can worry about 
everything else. You promised to help me get rid of 
that monster.” 

“T did,” she answered, “and I will. Listen, Kaze, my 
survival instincts are very well developed, and I’m 
really worried about the gods going crazy once they 
come back. Let’s not totally destroy the portal, and 
let’s keep its location a secret between you and me. If 
it’s necessary to put the gods back into cold storage, 
we must have the courage to do it. We have to think 
about the future of our race. Don’t you agree?” 

“All right,” grumbled the warrior. He stepped up his 
pace, taking long strides across the meadow and 
leaving Malyssa behind. He hated having these dis- 
loyal thoughts about the gods, but this wasn’t the Urth 
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he grew up in. This was a new Urth, with new rules, 
and the avatars were making them. 


Tor swallowed dryly and gazed up at the burning 
midday sun, high in the pale sky. Then he looked at 
his troops stretched across the burial mounds over- 
looking Necrosan’s black, misshapen castle. They 
were stretched thinly, with six feet between each man . 
and the next, to make them look like a huge army. This 
was rather ridiculous, because the thousands of zom- 
bie troops stationed in front of the monstrous castle 
were not going to be impressed. They were packed 
closely together, shoulder to shoulder, ready to do the 
beast’s bidding. 

Their loyal troops had looked and sounded plentiful 
last night, gathered around the bonfire and lustily 
cheering their hero, Sinjin. Now they looked sparse 
and ragtag, hardly in better condition than the tattered 
zombie troops, who still outnumbered them by several 
thousand. They had decimated so many zombies the 
day before that it was hard to believe there were this 
many left. But Necrosan was calling them in from all 
over his realm to protect his castle. It was so bad that 
Arik had taken a force north of the castle to intercept 
the undead reinforcements. 

Of Necrosan himself there had been no sign, and it 
was comforting to think that he had been so badly 
beaten the day before that he wouldn’t dare show 
himself. However, Tor feared that he was just lying in 
wait like the snake he was. The castle would be 
difficult to storm under the best of conditions, and he 
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didn’t want to think about what nasty surprises might 
be waiting for them on those foreboding battlements. 

Tor could see Sinjin’s division on the far hill, and 
the general was leading them in cheers, as usual. Many 
soldiers under Tor’s command were disgruntled be- 
cause they couldn’t fight beside the general himself. 
However, the sight of the zombie army was having a 
sobering effect on them. It was one thing to strike the 
enemy from hiding, with the element of surprise—it 
was something else to storm a castle that was guarded 
by thousands of zombies and a giant monster from 
outer space. 

Tor wanted to lead his men in cheers, to assure them 
of swift victory, but he had a bad feeling about this 
battle. He knew that he possessed an amazing weapon, 
and he longed to stand claw to claw with Necrosan and 
battle it out. But to do so would exhaust his ability to 
summon Armadon. He had to use his power sparingly, 
wisely, in the service of Gaia—the immense respon- 
sibility weighed heavily on the young warrior. 

He glanced over at Sinjin’s troops, waiting for the 
signal, but they were still whooping it up and hailing 
one another. If Arik had been around, maybe he could 
have offered some words of wisdom for Tor, but he 
was neck-deep in zombies on the north side of the 
castle. Suddenly, the undead armies in the hollow 
jerked to attention. With a nerve-shattering clatter of 
weapons and bones, they started to march forward 
toward the loyal troops. 

The hollering on the other hill abruptly stopped as 
everyone stared at the advancing zombies. There came 
a rustling within the ranks, as Tor’s men steeled 
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themselves for battle. He glanced toward the horizon 
and the sky—still no sign of Necrosan, or the other 
avatars. As Sinjin had predicted, it was up to them. 

When Tor looked back at the advancing foe, he 
noticed something very odd. They were forming into 
two long columns, which was not the usual broad front 
one would expect in hand-to-hand combat. This ma- 
neuver almost invited Tor to send his force charging 
toward the castle. He looked urgently at Sinjin, but 
there was still no signal to advance, which he could 
understand because they wanted to draw the forces 
away from the castle. Turning back to the foe, Tor 
couldn’t help but be alarmed, because one of the 
undead columns was swerving straight toward him. 
The other column headed toward Sinjin on the far hill. 

He blinked his eyes, thinking that he must be seeing 
things. But it was true! The zombies were ignoring 
their foe spread across a dozen burial mounds in order 
to strike toward him and Sinjin. With a deadening 
clump and a foul stench, thousands of zombies marched 
toward the two avatars. 

Sinjin finally screamed and waved his battle-ax, 
directing his men toward the huge gap in the enemy 
forces. The general stood his ground as several hun- 
dred of his most rabid soldiers charged into the space 
between the two columns of zombies. Incredibly, the 
tattered foe kept ignoring them and continued to march 
directly toward Tor and Sinjin. Tor’s men looked 
expectantly at him, but for some reason Tor could not 
bring himself to order them into the battle. He could 
wait a moment more. 

Without any resistance, Sinjin’s whooping, excit 
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warriors had gotten within a few feet of the castle, 
when a hulking figure suddenly rose out of the moat. 
Shaking the water and weeds off his bony frame, 
Necrosan leaped out of the mud and began gobbling 
the humans as fast as he could. Tor stared in horror as 
the poor victims churned in his dark intestines, only to 
ooze out between his bleached ribs as undead crea- 
tures. He gazed at other humans with blazing, hypnotic 
eyes, stealing their minds on the spot. A few of the 
lucky soldiers in the rear shrieked and ran in panic. 

Meanwhile, Tor could do nothing to help them, 
because there was a giant column of zombies fifty feet 
in front of him and getting closer. On the other hill, a 
similar column snaked toward Sinjin. With most of his 
men decimated, the general morphed into Diablo and 
stepped forward to meet the horde. 

Tor still had all of his command, and he was glad 
that he had hesitated before sending them into the trap. 
A few of his men rushed forward to meet the spear- 
head of the zombie column, but they were beaten back 
by sheer overwhelming odds. Tor had a fateful deci- 
sion to make. He knew they were beaten, with most of 
Sinjin’s men lost to Necrosan, and he didn’t want the 
same fate to befall his troops in a futile effort. 

“Retreat!” he yelled. “All of you! Retreat!” 

Some heard his words and were only too glad to flee 
into the woods, but others were bravely battling the 
advancing zombies, trying to keep them off their 
commander. Tor grunted and dropped to his knees; his 
back began to grow scales and spines. As his soldiers 
gasped, he expanded into the mighty Armadon, who 
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roared in rage at the loathsome zombies. They were an 
affront to Gaia! 

Snorting and waving his horned snout, Armadon 
forced his followers to withdraw from the fight, and all 
of them retreated to the woods. After he was sure they 
were safe, the god waded into the zombies, tossing 
them to and fro like rag dolls and crushing them under 
his massive feet. 

When he tired of that, he retreated several feet, 
turned on his tail, and galloped toward the horde like 
an enraged rhinoceros. At the last second, he curled up 
and struck the column like a bowling ball smashing 
into pins, and zombies flew in every direction. Still 
more and more came at him in a never-ending proces- 
sion, and he was soon encircled by them, hundreds 
deep, and battling just to stay on his feet. 

He heard an anguished roar, and he looked over to 
see Diablo in a similar fix, with zombies crawling all 
over him like ants on a beetle. If they had only been 
free, as before, they could easily have battled these 
annoying zombies for days, weeks, or as long as it 
took! But they were doomed to have to leave in an 
hour, and their avatars would die, or worse. Necrosan 
had chosen the perfect strategy—to bedevil the ava- 
tars with his hordes until their power was exhausted. 
Armadon wondered if somebody had betrayed them. 
Whoever it was, it wasn’t Sinjin and Diablo, who were 
going down to defeat with him. 

In the distance, Necrosan flapped his wings and rose 
leisurely into the air. He glided over his castle and 
headed north, toward Arik. There was no time for 
Armadon to worry about that avatar as the zombies 
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swarmed all over him, chipping at his hide with their 
swords and spears. He impaled one on his snout and 
used him to beat the other for a while, but it was no 
good. There were just too many of them—it was only 
a matter of time before they would be finished. 


As the afternoon sun blazed high in the sky, Keena, 
Xiao, and Shank Traff jogged up yet another hill and 
saw yet another endless expanse of glistening fjords 
and finger lakes ahead of them. 

Panting, Traff dropped to his knees and held his 
stomach. “How much farther do we have to go?” 

Xiao squinted into the distance. “It’s still some 
distance to Necrosan’s castle, where we think there’s a 
battle going on.” 

“Yeah,” muttered Keena, “Kaze and Malyssa have 
betrayed us, so we don’t have any choice but to go 
there.” 

“Betrayed us?” asked Traff, his dark eyes flashing 
and his cheek twitching slightly. 

“Don’t get your loincloth in a bunch,” cautioned 
Xiao. “We really don’t know what happened to them.” 

Keena gazed into the distance. “It will take us a long 
time to get there unless we change into gods, so maybe 
we should just go ahead and do it.” 

“Me, too?” asked Traff hesitantly. 

“Yes,” said Keena, “but give us a head start, will 
you?” 

Traff’s entire body began to twitch. He rolled over, 
vomited, and curled into the fetal position. “Run!” he 
croaked. 

Keena and Xiao took off like two fireballs, mor- 
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phing into Talon and Slashfang as they charged down 
the hill. They snarled at each other out of habit, but 
they were soon racing across the jagged terrain, 
leaping streams and fissures. They were like an ostrich 
racing a lion. Slashfang could generate a burst of 
speed and get a few lengths ahead, but Talon’s steady — 
strides on his muscular hind legs always made up the 
difference. 

The race was made more sporting by the anguished 
howls and belches that soon erupted from behind 
them. Talon stretched his sinewy neck and glanced — 
back at Chaos, The instant he caught sight of the 
hideous ape, the lips on his jagged jaws curled into a 
snarl, With every nerve in his being, the raptor wanted 
to stop and slash the ape’s stinking hide—but he 
wasn't going to do it. That's not what his avatar 
wanted, 

Talon was forced to agree with the young warrior’s 
Strategy, even if it was risky. They had to lead Chaos 
to Necrosan, because he was the only god who could 
battle the monster for days on end, if that were 
necessary. As Keena had reasoned, if they couldn’t — 
bring back all the gods, perhaps one would do. 


Sauron slashed his tail, wiping out forty zombies in 
one swoop, but forty more stuck him with spears and 
threw knives at him. He grabbed a mouthful of them — 
and swallowed them with one bite, hating the horrid, 
stale taste. It was almost not worth being back on Urth 
with nothing to eat but zombies. 

They were going to go down to a terrible defeat, 
after besting Necrosan only the day before. Most of hi 
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followers were now fighting him as zombies, and 
Necrosan rested under a far tree, dozing. Sauron 
roared at the injustice of it and leaped high in the air, 
crushing a dozen zombies when he landed. A dozen 
more clambered upon his back and sunk their teeth 
into him, and he tried to shake them off. When he 
jumped again, getting a bit closer to Necrosan, the bag 
of bones stirred and rose to his haunches. 

“Surrender,” he said in mind talk, staring at Sauron 
with those putrid yellow eyes. 

“Bite it!” growled the tyrannosaurus. “I'll be gone 
soon, and you'll have my avatar to deal with.” 

Necrosan grinned. “But your avatar will belong to 
me! I will control him, and he will control you!” 

An undead avatar, thought Sauron with a pang of 
panic. It was all that stupid gorilla’s fault! How dare 
Blizzard get him into such a mess! 

“Can't we make a deal?” he offered. 

“What have you got to offer?” sneered Necrosan. 
“Nothing! As soon as you, Diablo, and Armadon 
leave, I’ll hunt down your avatars and take them! The 
worst that can happen is that you'll be gone perma- 
nently, and I’ll have strong, new zombies. The best is 
that I'll own you, to summon you whenever I want.” 
The monster threw back his great horned skull and 
roared with laughter. 


Fie TEEN 


Melee 


TALON COULD HEAR THE AWFUL ROARS IN THE DISTANCE, 
and he and Slashfang picked up their pace, dashing 
through the woods, leaping over trees and streams. 
They spotted a handful of panicked humans, who took 
one look at them and ran screaming in the other 
direction. Something terrible was happening up ahead, 
Talon could feel it; there was the smell of death on the 
parched wind. 

The raptor god glanced behind him, worried that 
Chaos might be diverted by the frightened people, but 
the orange ape was nowhere to be seen. He growled a 
warning to Slashfang and skidded to a stop. ; 

The sabertooth prowled toward him, snarling, and 
Talon motioned behind them. “He’s gone.” 

The big cat stood on his hind legs to peer over the 
trees, and he grumbled angrily. He was answered by 
anguished roars in the distance—in the direction of 
Necrosan’s castle. Talon knew there was no time to 
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look for Chaos now, and he wheeled around and 
charged in the direction of the roars, with Slashfang 
bounding after him. 

The smell of zombies, fear, and death hung in the 
air, and the raptor and the sabertooth slowed in unison 
and began to stalk through the woods toward their 
destination. Approaching the edge of the trees, they 
could see a horde of zombies milling around the burial 
mounds. It was hard to tell what they were doing, until 
one of the mounds lifted up and shook them off. It was 
Sauron, fighting for his life! 

Immediately Slashfang rushed to the tyrannosaur’s 
aid; with his mightly claws, he cut down the zombies 
like a scythe cuts wheat. Talon jogged behind him, 
scouting for Necrosan, Chaos, or any of the other 
avatars. Seeing no one else, he charged into the undead 
horde and began slicing off heads, the surest way to 
disable them. Sauron had done his job, while they had 
failed to do theirs, due to the treachery of Blizzard and 
Malyssa. Saving Sauron was the least they could do. 

The T-rex snorted gratefully as his comrades cut a 
path through the zombies with their deadly claws. 
Soon they had killed enough of the foe that the T-rex 
was able to escape with them into the open. 

“Around to the other side,” ordered Sauron. “Diablo 
and Armadon are also in trouble—Necrosan is trying 
to enslave the avatars!” 

Without a moment's hesitation, Talon, Sauron, and 
Slashfang dashed around the moat and across the 
burial mounds, to the southern side of the evil castle. 
They were met by a familiar scene, with both Diablo 
and Armadon buried under swarms of teeming zom- 
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bies. The remains of hundreds of the creatures lay 
scattered about, but they kept coming in a relentless, 
mindless assault. 

Talon caught a glimpse of movement in the moat, 
and he turned to see Necrosan rise up and hiss with 
alarm at these unexpected reinforcements. Talon roared, 
directing the attention of the others toward the mon- 
ster, and Sauron took off after Necrosan. Covering vast 
amounts of ground in a few seconds, he leaped into the 
moat to grapple with the skeletal beast. Slashfang 
tushed to help Diablo extricate himself from the 
zombies, while Talon dashed across the battlefield to 
aid Armadon. 

With five dino-gods, a hideous monster, and thou- 
sands of zombies fighting it out, it was a melee for the — 
ages. Sauron battled Necrosan tooth and claw in 
the murky water of the moat, but he couldn’t vanquish 
the beast. Likewise, no matter how many zombies they 
ripped to shreds, there were more surging forward, 
oblivious to death. One thing was clear to Talon—time 
was on Necrosan’s side. He could keep fighting for 
days, while the gods’ time was nearly exhausted. They 
had to escape before there was nothing left but humans 
to face Necrosan. 

Reluctantly, Talon tore himself away from the 
fighting and growled to Armadon to do likewise. “We 
have to retreat,” he told the others via telepathy. “Pull 
back.” 

“No!” growled Sauron. “Finish him off!” 

“There isn’t time!” 

But Sauron and Diablo wouldn’t listen to reason. 
a mindless fury, the tyrannosaurs attacked Ni 


The Avatars 219 


Diablo spitting fire at him while Sauron used his 
primal scream. When their attack grew too ferocious, 
Necrosan simply took to the air, hovering over them 
and cackling. “You only have a few minutes left! Run! 
Run!” 

Realizing that he was right, Talon morphed back 
into Keena, hoping to conserve a few of the god’s 
precious minutes on Urth. Armadon did likewise, 
turning into Tor. As the zombie troops lurched toward 
them and Necrosan swooped menacingly over their 
heads, they were forced to run for the trees. Slashfang 
loped along beside them, snarling at Necrosan when 
he got too close, and Sauron and Diablo finally broke 
off the pointless battle and also lumbered after Keena 
and Tor. All three gods helped to cover their escape by 
leaping at Necrosan and using every special attack in 
their arsenals. 

Keena ran as she had never run before, just trying to 
put some distance between herself and Necrosan. This 
defeat was especially galling, because it was all the 
fault of those traitors Malyssa and Kaze! If they hadn’t 
lied about the Bonds, this might have been a day of 
great victory. Instead, they had squandered the pre- 
cious time that Arik, Sinjin, and Armadon had bought 
them with blood. Now the avatars were in disarray, 
running for their lives, their power nearly exhausted. 

Keena and Tor dashed under the heaviest tree cover 
they could find, hoping to get away from Necrosan’s 
keen eyes. After running so far and so fast, Keena 
collapsed to her knees, panting, and Tor stood over her, 
his thick chest heaving. He stared at the branches, 
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worried that Necrosan would smash through at any 
moment and seize them. 

They could hear the roars of Slashfang, Sauron, and 
Diablo in the distance, putting up a valiant fight. 
Keena didn’t really want to watch it—she was afraid 
of what she would see. For the moment, they were not 
safe, but they were resting for what was going to be 
hell in a few minutes. q 

Suddenly the roars grew faint. “What's happening?” 
she asked, jumping to her feet. 

“I don’t know,” said Tor grimly. “Maybe their time 
is ended,” 

Crouching, Keena and Tor ran to the edge of the 
trees, trying to get a better look at the battle in the 
clearing. What they saw chilled them. Both Diablo and 
Sauron were gone, and in their places were Sinjin 
Arik, battling Necrosan with their bladed weapons. 
Only Slashfang remained of the gods, and he pounc 
on the monster’s back and tried to sink his huge canii 
teeth into his neck. But his teeth kept striking bor 
and the monster finally threw off the cat, fluttered hi 
wings, and rose into the sky. 

Slashfang shifted back into Xiao, and the gods w 
gone from the Urth, except for Necrosan, who hove: 
over them like a dragon of death. 

“Where are your gods now?” he chortled. 

“We can summon our gods for a few more minutes, ' 
Tor whispered to Keena. ' 
Keena nodded gravely. “And when we do, we mu: 
slay the avatars, so that Necrosan cannot turn th 

undead. Promise you will do this.” 

“T will do it,” agreed Tor. He hefted his giant 


The Avatars 221 


“But first that monster is going to feel my club on his 
skull.” 

Squaring their shoulders, Keena and Tor marched 
out to join their comrades in the clearing. The five 
avatars stared defiantly at the monster, as he flapped 
around lazily in the sky. In the distance, they could see 
the zombies filling ranks and regrouping in front of the 
black castle. 

Sinjin turned to Keena and whispered, “What about 
the Bonds of Forbidding. Is there any chance—” 

“No,” she snapped. “Kaze and Malyssa betrayed us. 
The map was fake—the Bonds were never in the 
Ruins.” 

“No, of course not,” growled Sinjin, “the Bonds are 
in the Wasteland.” 

“Do you know where they are, really?” 

“I’m not exactly sure, but Malyssa knows. That's 
why I thought you would find them. Hmph, you can’t 
trust anybody.” 

“Can we go there now?” asked Keena excitedly. 

“Too far without the gods,” said Sinjin. “And 
Diablo is gone.” 

“So is Sauron,” muttered Arik. 

“And Slashfang,” replied Xiao. Then he put his 
hand on Keena’s striped shoulder. “Maybe Malyssa 
and Kaze will come through for us. We will buy them 
time.” 

Arik drew his sword with a loud scraping sound and 
pointed it into the sky. “Here he comes.” 

Keena dropped into a crouch and snapped her 
talons. It was tempting to spread out, but there was 
strength in numbers. As Necrosan came zooming 
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toward them, he extended his powerful hind legs and 
claws to grasp some poor soul. From his trajectory, 
Keena thought he was coming for her, and she got into 
a crablike stance. 

At the last second, he changed course and dove for 
Sinjin; the general swung his ax, smashing one huge 
talon out of the way, but the other one ripped into his 
shoulder. Keena leaped high and plunged her talons - 
into Necrosan’s flank, and he roared and snapped his 
gaping jaws at her. But Tor crunched him on the head 
with his mace, making the creature wince. When Xiao 
lunged for his throat and Arik tried to behead him, 
Necrosan flapped his wings and retreated to the sky 
once again. 

But it was a false retreat, and he quickly spun 
around and sunk his teeth into Tor’s back, pulling off 
a chunk of green armor. Keena jumped with blades 
flashing, but Necrosan flapped his wings and batted 
her down; she landed on the ground with a thud. He 
whipped his tail at Sinjin and knocked the wounded 
soldier off his feet, but Xiao beat him back with his 
slashing claws before he could finish Sinjin. Arik 
swung his sword and caught it in the monster’s beak, 
but Necrosan twisted his head and wrenched the sword 
from Arik’s grasp. Tor managed to retrieve it for him. 

They hacked and slashed at Necrosan, but he was 
nothing but bones and gristle—and he was as big as a 
barn. They spent most of their blows trying to protect 
one another from his horrid jaws, as he attempted to 
snap off their heads or swallow them whole. Standing 
back to back, they had no chance to escape, but at least 
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they could fend off the worst of his attacks. How long 
they could keep this up, Keena didn’t know. 

Over the course of the battle, the giant beast wore 
them down, slashing them with his wings, knocking 
them down with his tail, and snapping at them with his 
voracious jaws. The avatars were soon smeared with 
blood from various wounds, while Necrosan seemed 
fresh and playful. With a chuckle, he soared high in the 
air and swooped toward the exhausted humans, fore- 
ing them to dive to the ground. From the corner of her 
eye, Keena saw a column of undead soldiers headed 
their way. 

If she changed into Talon right now, there was a 
slim chance that she could escape, especially if Nec- 
rosan wanted to finish off as many avatars as possible. 
If she stayed and fought, it was certain death, or worse. 
But Keena couldn’t desert her peers, as Kaze and 
Malyssa had deserted them. She didn’t believe they 
would come through. With resignation, Keena picked 
herself up and prepared for another attack. 

“The zombies—” croaked Xiao. 

“T know.” Keena looked at Tor, but the big warrior 
said nothing. When the two changed places with their 
gods, it would be to kill the avatars and then each 
other. With their power, they couldn’t let Necrosan 
capture them and turn them into zombies. 

“Make peace with your gods!” crowed a voice in 
her head. Keena looked up to see Necrosan make a 
lazy circle in the sky, then he dropped into a dive and 
headed straight toward the weary avatars. As he came 
closer, his jaws twisted into a leer, and there was a 
gleam of pure malevolence in his sunken eyes. 
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Malyssa hadn’t lied when she said this was a waste- 
land, thought Kaze, as he gazed across a desert marred 
by huge crevices and earthquake faults cracking the 


ends of the Urth. He could well imagine that in a 
thousand years no one had stumbled across the Bonds 
of Forbidding way out here. a 
He looked down at Malyssa, who was sitting on a f 
rock, massaging her feet. As with most clothing, she 
didn’t seem to care much for shoes either. k 
“How did you find the Bonds?” he asked. 
“That was a long time ago,” she answered. “Don’t 
worry, they’re out there. Would I walk all this distance 
if they weren't?” 
“You went to the land of Chaos for pure amuse- 
ment,” Kaze reminded her. ‘ 
“That was a mistake.” Malyssa slapped the dirt off 
the bottoms of her feet and stood up. 
“We should use the gods to get across these gorges,” 
suggested Kaze. They had briefly turned to the gods to. 
get them over other dangerous terrain during this 
journey, and now they would have to resort to them 
again. j 
“T think we’ ve walked enough,” said Malyssa, “and 
we’re close enough that I can transport us the rest of | 
the way.” 
“Are you sure?” 
“Yes. But I warn you, the portal is very deep within 
the Urth, about halfway down a bottomless gorge. 
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careful down there—one false step, and no one will be 
able to help you.” 

“You've been there before?” asked Kaze suspi- 
ciously. 

“I’m afraid so,” she admitted. “Listen, I’ve been 
telling you the truth ever since we left the Ruins. 
You're not forgetting any of our deals, are you?” 

“No,” answered the shaman. “As long as you fulfill 
your end of the bargain, so will I.” 

“Then hold me.” With a smile, Malyssa lifted her 
arms, allowing him to grab wherever he wanted. 

He wrapped his arms around her naked waist and 
tried not to gaze into her sultry eyes. She gently 
stroked his neck with one hand as she held her 
cobra-headed staff in the other, then she whispered in 
his ear, “Let’s go see the wizard.” 

Kaze closed his eyes as an intense purple light 
engulfed them, and he felt the bite of cold air, plus a 
dropping sensation as they hurtled through time, 
space, and the Urth. He forced his eyes open and saw 
jagged walls of rock speeding by. This was indeed 
frightening and disconcerting, and he tried not to look 
down or up. He couldn’t help but grip Malyssa’s 
supple body a bit tighter, and she purred in response. 

Kaze felt solid rock under his feet, and he staggered 
to keep his balance in what looked to be a narrow 
cave. Neon beams of different-colored light streamed 
past him, and he flattened himself against the wall to 
avoid them. With a shiver, he recognized the blue light 
from Blizzard’s prison under the glacier. It appeared as 
if the twisting beams came from somewhere within the 
cave and stretched out into infinity. 
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“The Bonds of Forbidding?” he asked. 

“Yes,” answered Malyssa. “Beautiful, aren’t they? 
The mages from that other dimension know their 
stuff.” 

Avoiding the blazing rays, Kaze and Keena worked 
their way deeper into the Urth. The passageway finally 
enlarged into a small chamber, and Kaze walked 


across it toward a barred door with thick chains across - 


it. Beyond the door was an incredible realm of pastel 
light and blurred images. An army of shadows stood 
with outstretched arms, willing the twisting beams to 
do their bidding. Kaze had the uneasy feeling that 
these mages he was seeing were dead, but their spell 
transcended death. 

He rubbed his dry lips and turned to Malyssa. 
“What do we have to do?” 

“Rip that door off its hinges,” she said, “but leave it 
so that it can be repaired. And there’s one thing you 
should know—” 

“T can’t let you do that,” said a cultured voice. 

Both Kaze and Malyssa whirled in the direction of the 
voice and watched with amazement as a figure stepped 
out of the shadows. It was their colorful guide from the 
Ruins! 

“What are you going here?” grumbled Kaze. 

“Lazlo, isn’t it?” asked Malyssa. 

“I’m sorry I gave you a fake name before,” said the 
man apologetically. “My real name is Shank Traff.” 

“Oh, no,” said Malyssa, her eyes shining with fear. 
“You’re the ape, too, aren’t you?” 

“At last, somebody’s heard of me!” said Traff with 
delight. “I'm really a scientist, or a witch doctor, 
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depending upon your belief system. And you're the 
sorceress—lI have a lot to talk to you about.” 

“How did you find this place?” asked Malyssa. 

“Come now,” said Traff with amusement, “I’m 
older than you, which is saying something, my dear. 
I’m even old enough to remember when this planet 
had good restaurants. That city out there in the desert 
was once a homage to greed and gambling. Listen, 
why don’t we all take a walk and catch up on old 
times?” 

He started to usher them out, but Kaze pointed to 
the iron door. “We have to disable the Bonds of 
Forbidding.” 

“No, Kaze, I don’t think so.” Traff smiled beatifi- 
cally. “I’ve known about the Bonds for hundreds of 
years, but Chaos loved the constant uncertainty and 
destruction. He wanted to defeat the dino-gods, not 
banish them. It wasn’t until I regained control of my 
human form that I realized the Bonds could help me. 

“And when you came and told me about this 
Necrosan business, I felt a great peace come over me. 
I was the only god left on Urth, or I will be after we get 
rid of Necrosan. Listen, I’m cured now! I can rule this 
planet! I have big plans, and all of you can be special 
envoys or something.” 

Kaze rudely pushed Traff out of the way and 
marched over to the barred door. He wondered how 
strong the chains were, and he was reaching for them 
when Malyssa shouted, “No, don’t!” 

Thinking she was warning him about Traff, Kaze 
whirled around and tried to find the man. It was a good 
thing he did, because the dapper savage had dropped 
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to his hands and knees on the grimy floor of the cave 
and was vomiting and twitching like a plague victim. 
Kaze stared at the spectacle until Malyssa grabbed his 
arm and yanked him toward the exit. 

She started to say, “The chains are deadly—” but a 
ferocious growl cut her off. 

They turned quickly as anguished roars reverberated . 
in the confines of the cave. Rocks cascaded from the 
ceiling, forcing Kaze and Malyssa to flatten them- 
selves against the wall. In the choking dust, Kaze 
could see a hulking figure step in front of the portal, 
and the Bonds of Forbidding flowed all around him. 
He could see his bristling, orange fur and smell his 
rank breath. 

The giant mutant ape bellowed in rage and charged 
toward them. 


SIXTEEN 


The Siege 


MALYSSA REACTED QUICKLY AND ZAPPED CHAOS WITH A 
blast from her staff. The beam only slowed the 
monster down a step, but it gave her and Kaze a 
chance to dash down the tunnel. With the monster in 
hot pursuit, Kaze soon outpaced Malyssa. 

“Not too fast!” she yelled, and Kaze skidded to a 
stop just as a cold wind buffeted his body. His feet 
slipped out from under him, and he slid over the edge 
of a bottomless gorge. 

“Help!” he screamed, grasping for a handhold. 
Malyssa appeared beside him in a blinding flash of 
purple light, and she extended her staff. He grabbed it 
just as his legs flew off the edge into the black void. 
Dangling helplessly, Kaze gripped the glowing staff 
and held perfectly still as Malyssa pulled him to safety 
on the ledge. 

“Don’t be so reckless,” she scolded him. “And don’t 
touch the chains on the door—they’re deadly.” 
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From the enraged roars behind them, it sounded as 
if Chaos was having a hard time getting his broad 
shoulders through the narrow passageway. Neverthe- 
less, his fearsome grunts and groans were getting 
louder. 

“He’ll be here in a second,” said Kaze, his hand . 
reaching for his sword. 

Malyssa glanced around the windy ledge. “There’s 
not enough here room for both of us to morph—I'll go 
behind him.” With another flash of magical light, the 
sorceress was gone. 

Kaze took a deep breath and moved away from the 
drop-off. Unless he did something soon, Chaos was 
going to come barreling out of there, probably sending 
them both sailing off the edge. The shaman made 
instantaneous contact with Blizzard and willed them to 
change places. For a brief moment, as both man and 
yeti occupied the same space and time, it appeared as 
if they were the same creature. A moment later, only 
the giant blue ape remained. 

Blizzard’s heel slipped off the ledge, and he grabbed 
the mouth of the cave to keep himself from falling. He 
marveled at the beams of light streaming from the 
orifice and shooting upward toward a tiny crack of 
light. This was the source of their woes—the Bonds of 
Forbidding—and he could let nothing stop his assault 
upon them. 

By the reeking odor and guttural groans issuing 
from the cave, Blizzard knew that his deranged alter 
ego was loose and spoiling for a fight. He roared his 
own challenge, put his head down, and plowed into the 
opening. 
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From opposite directions, the giant apes muscled 
their way through the narrow passageway until they 
cracked heads, knocking themselves senseless. Com- 
ing to, Blizzard felt Chaos’s stinking hand on his neck, 
trying to choke him to death. The yeti swiveled his 
head and gnawed the hand ferociously, then he lashed 
out with a mega-punch that took out a chunk of the 
cave but also hit Chaos in the snout. The mutant shot 
a gob of puke at him, and he barely got his forearm up 
in time to block it. 

Blizzard squirmed ahead, beating the smaller ape 
back with sharp jabs. At the same time, he had to 
endure an onslaught of vomit, phlegm, and flatulence, 
which stunned him twice. Both times Chaos got in 
nasty punches that dazed Blizzard, and the orange ape 
drove him back a few feet. It turned into a grueling 
battle of the trenches, and Blizzard had to fight for 
every inch. 

Punching and kicking with dazzling swiftness, he 
knocked Chaos back into the chamber and lunged for 
his throat. They crashed to the floor of the cave, 
flailing at each other in a cloud of dust, and Malyssa 
jumped out of the way and ran for the exit. Blizzard 
pinned his foe down for a second and caught sight of 
the brilliant beams shooting from the portal, guided by 
the hands of shadowy humans on the other side. These 
were the mages who had had the effrontery to im- 
prison the ancient gods of Urth. How dare they! 

The anger that raged inside of him drove Blizzard to 
pummel Chaos mercilessly, but the mutant god fought 
back, driven by his own demons and his jealousy of 
Blizzard. They slammed each other back and forth in 
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the narrow confines, until both of them were a mass of 
fur-covered bruises. Still neither ape would give in. 
Blizzard knew that he couldn’t fight forever; even with 
Vertigo to back him up; Chaos would outlast them 
both. 


Then he remembered something that had lodged in 


his mind during the transfer with Kaze—the chains on 
the door were deadly. He didn’t know how, or if they 
could be deadly to a god, but it was worth a try to find 
out. 

Blizzard broke off the fight and dashed for the 
portal. As expected, Chaos charged after him, certain 
he was trying to harm the Bonds, and Blizzard whirled 
around, stuck out his leg, and tripped the orange ape. 
Chaos went careening into the iron door, nearly 
knocking it off its hinges all by himself. He slumped 
against the bars, shaking his head groggily. 

At once, the bronze chains seemed to drape them- 
selves across the ape’s neck, but they weren't falling — 
they were slithering! Blizzard stared in amazement as 
the chains morphed into gigantic, gleaming pythons, 
which tightened themselves around Chaos’s neck and 
squeezed for all they were worth. His eyes popping 
out, the orange ape staggered to his feet and pulled 
helplessly at the serpents. Even with his great strength, 
he could only loosen the coils an inch or two before 
they constricted again, tighter than ever. 

In a panic, Chaos thrashed around the chamber, 
bringing down a cascade of rocks and debris. Blizzard 
feared that he would bring the cave down even before 
they could destroy the Bonds of Forbidding. In des- 
peration, he crouched down and swiped a giant paw at 
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Chaos’s legs, knocking him off his feet. Blizzard 
promptly grabbed his foe by one ankle and dragged 
him toward the entrance of the cave, pulling against 
the tightening grasp of the snakes. In his weakened 
condition, gasping for breath, Chaos could do very 
little to resist. 

Malyssa jumped out of the way as Blizzard charged 
past her, dragging his sputtering prisoner. With no time 
to lose, the blue ape smashed at the rocks to enlarge 
the passageway, so that he could squeeze through 
quickly. He glanced back worriedly at the serpents, 
saw that they had slithered free of the door, and 
wondered if they would turn on him. Indeed, the giant 
pythons eyed him suspiciously as their coils continued 
to choke Chaos, whose face was turning the same 
color as Blizzard's. 

Malyssa followed them, making hissing sounds to 
the snakes. “I'll keep them distracted,” she told 
Blizzard. “Keep going.” 

Blizzard hurried, dreading what would happen if the 
serpents released Chaos and turned on him, but he had 
to depend on his ally, Malyssa. Finally he could smell 
the cold, fresh wind, and it felt invigorating, so good 
that he never wanted to go back to his pit in the ice 
again. The thought of freedom gave Blizzard extra 
strength as he struggled to cover the last few feet of the 
cave with Chaos in tow. 

As Blizzard dragged him out to the ledge, Chaos 
began to kick violently, and he nearly knocked Bliz- 
zard off into space. The blue ape barely managed to 
reach for the mouth of the cave and hang on, while 
Chaos swiped a huge paw at him. In one swift motion, 
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the blue ape lifted his feet, swung from his long arms, 
and caught Chaos in the butt with his feet. With a 
satisfying shriek, the orange ape went spiraling off the 
ledge into the darkness. 

As Chaos hurtled down, the two snakes stiffened 
into spears and shot toward Blizzard, but he leaped to 
his feet and crushed each incoming missile with a 
mighty fist. They turned into links of bronze chain as 
they tumbled into the void. 

Reluctant to tear himself away from the anguished 
cries of Chaos as he plummeted to the bottom, 
Blizzard nevertheless ducked back into the cave. 
Wearily, he staggered through the tight quarters until 
he was once again in the chamber, face-to-face with 
the metal door that guarded the fiendish Bonds of 
Forbidding. With her staff, Malyssa was already trying 
to pound out the hinges, but she was being far too 
gentle and cautious about it. 

Blizzard would have none of that. He strode over to 
the barred door, gripped it at the top and bottom with 
both hands, and yanked it off with a loud clank. 

“No!” shouted Malyssa, much too late. 

There came a rush of air and a strange sound, like a 
thousand humans sighing at once. The brilliant beams 
of light stopped dancing and quickly retracted into the 
portal. The images in that other dimension abruptly 
disappeared, leaving a black hole. Blizzard started to 
pound the entrance even further with his fists, but he 
remembered the promise his avatar had made to 
Malyssa. Like it or not, they were indebted to honor 
each other’s vows. 

The blue ape bowed toward Malyssa with respect, 
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just a second before he disappeared, leaving Kaze 
standing in his place. 

“Look at what that big ape did to this door!” she 
complained. 

“Can you blame him?” asked Kaze, studying his 
god’s desructive handiwork. The door was badly 
mangled, but it could be fixed again, if it proved 
necessary. In the other dimension, it was beyond 
dark—it was like looking into a black hole. 

“He did it!” cheered Kaze. “He vanquished the 
guardians, and broke the Bonds of Forbidding!” 

“We did it,” Malyssa corrected him. “I hope the 
gods appreciate their freedom and remember who won 
it for them. Just in case they don’t, I'm going to stay 
here for a few days, ready to fix this door. I'll also 
watch for Chaos, in case he returns.” 

“Can you transport me out?” asked Kaze, giving her 
a hopeful smile. 

“Perhaps,” answered Malyssa, “in the morning. But 
tonight you’re mine.” She looked around at the rustic 
cave and laughed. “This isn’t exactly the honeymoon 
suite, but it will have to do.” 

Kaze gulped. A deal was a deal, and he would fulfill 
his word. “I’m not a virgin,” he reminded her. 

“Neither am I,” she said sweetly. 


With blood and sweat running into her eyes, Keena 
slashed upward with her silver talons, trying to loosen 
Necrosan’s grip on Xiao. But the beast’s claws clenched 
tighter as he dragged the avatar into the sky. Tor 
appeared from nowhere, smashing the horrid monster in 
the leg with his mace. Necrosan squawked angrily, 
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dropped Xiao, and withdrew into the air, while his 
zombie troops pressed forward. Arik sliced through the 
undead creatures with his massive sword, but it was like 
chopping down a jungle with a single machete. 

Sinjin lay on the ground, badly wounded, but from 
his vantage point he swung his ax and chopped down 
a dozen zombies at the knees. Despite their bravery, 
they were all covered with gashes and punctures, all at 
the end of their strength. Her chest heaving, Keena 
glanced at Tor and nodded to him that it was time. In 
the holy crater, a stone’s throw from the monster’s 
hideous castle, they were going to die by each other's 
hands. What a putrid end. 

Suddenly there came an explosion, and a huge 
purple cloud appeared on top of a burial mound. It was 
Vertigo! The zombies paid no attention to the god as 
they kept plodding forward, but Necrosan snarled 
angrily at the new threat. Vertigo raised her hooded 
neck like a cobra and spit a stream of venom that 
struck the beast between the eyes and knocked him out 
of the sky. 

Xiao grinned at Keena. “Reinforcements!” 

“T’ll be damned,” muttered General Sinjin. 

The avatars were all too busy hacking up zombies to 
help Vertigo, but she was doing fine by herself. With 
Necrosan still dazed and unable to fly, Vertigo trans- 
ported herself directly beside him and zapped him with 
her voodoo spell. Then she jabbed him up a few times 
with her scorpion sting and sent him reeling in pain. 

Suddenly a fireball streaked across the sky and 
scorched Necrosan on his great horny skull. He 
groaned and staggered toward his castle. 
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“Diablo!” shouted Arik, waving to the giant T-rex. 
He looked with surprise at Sinjin. “But if you're here, 
and he’s here—” 

“The Bonds of Forbidding are gone!” shrieked 
Keena. With renewed vigor, she hacked her way 
through the zombies, trying to get a piece of Necrosan. 

Roars echoed over the horizon as even more dino- 
gods appeared, galloping and sprinting into the 
fray. With joy, the teenager spotted her own god, 
Talon, plus Armadon, Sauron, Slashfang, and Blizzard, 
all of them with murder in their eyes for Necrosan. In 
desperation, the giant skeleton got his wings fluttering 
and managed to rise a few feet into the air, but the gods 
unleashed fireballs, spines, and other projectiles, forcing 
him to crash-land halfway to his castle. 

Now the monster took off at a mad dash toward his 
refuge, and he was able to outdistance the gods 
because of the tremendous length of his stride. He 
leaped over the moat and landed on the first parapet, as 
Sauron and Diablo launched more sonic blasts and 
fireballs. Weaving madly, Necrosan ducked them and 
disappeared inside the gruesome structure. 

With Blizzard in the lead, the gods waded across the 
moat and clambered up the black battlements. Their 
actions were not a moment too soon, as the entire 
castle began to shake. At first, Blizzard thought it was 
an earthquake, until the stones under his feet actually 
lifted into the air, tearing the castle foundation out of 
the Urth. An unearthly power emanated from the 
bottom of the castle, turning the moat into scalding 
steam. The gods hung on as best they could, but 
several fell off despite their efforts. Blizzard, Diablo, 
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Vertigo, and Talon managed to ride out the takeoff, and 
then storm into the wobbly, floating castle. 

Not knowing where he was, Blizzard loped down a 
dark corridor which tilted in a bizarre fashion; there 
were zombies frozen in the walls, staring at him. He 
made the mistake of pausing at a staircase, and a squad 
of fresh zombies emerged from hidden alcoves and 
swarmed all over him. Blizzard threw punch after 
punch at his undead tormentors, but he needed the help 
of Diablo, Vertigo, and Talon to pry them off. 

Now Talon took the lead, charging up the staircase, 
which was wide enough to accommodate the gods. 
They emerged in a vast room that had a glimmering 
map of the stars stretching from one end of its globed 
ceiling to the other. In the center of the room sat 
Necrosan, behind a panel of blinking instruments. 

“Well, where would you like to go?” he asked 
jovially. “Alpha Centauri? Betelguese? Rigel 57” He 
chuckled like a friendly steward. 

“Put us down,” order Blizzard with a snarl. 

Necrosan glanced at Diablo and Vertigo. “You two 
have been a major disappointment to me, but it’s not 
too late to join a winner. Come with me and let’s 
explore the heavens! That Urth planet is all used up, 
anyway.” 

Talon suddenly whipped through the air like a 
buzzsaw and landed on Necrosan’s head. He ripped 
him up one way and down the other, and while the 
monster was reeling from the attack, Diablo launched 
a fireball that fried the instrument panel. It exploded in 
a shower of sparks, and the big spacecraft shuddered. 
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“Now you’ve done it, you idiots!” screeched Nec- 
rosan. 

The beast tried to fly away, but Vertigo caught him 
with her tail and dragged him back to the floor with a 
thud. While he was down, Diablo, Talon, and Vertigo 
leaped upon him and ripped the bones off his carcass. 
Blizzard wanted to join the gleeful carnage, but the 
ship was pitching back and forth crazily. He felt as if 
he were in a tree that was about to fall. 

Blizzard knew there was a dungeon in this foul 
place, and he was determined to find it. He rushed 
back to the staircase and vaulted down the steps a 
dozen at a time. Several times he was jarred by the 
ship rocking back and forth, but he kept leaping down 
the stairs as fast as he could. Finally he hit the bottom 
landing, certain that the dungeons had to be down 
here. 

Zombies came out of hiding to swarm all over the 
great ape. Blizzard roared at this continued harass- 
ment, and he slammed the undead creatures out of his 
way as he squeezed down yet another narrow passage- 
way. The smell of torture and death led him to some 
dank cells, but the prisoners were beyond rescue. Then 
he heard screaming coming from a far wing, and he 
rushed in that direction. Blizzard didn’t blame anyone 
for screaming, the way the castle was pitching back 
and forth. 

He raced around the corner, battling more zombies 
out of the way. When he reached the cell with the 
screaming, he was amazed to find only a handful of 
people, all of them malnourished, in shock. 

One of them dropped immediately to her knees and 
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began bowing. “Oh, mighty Blizzard, you answered 
my prayers!” It was Kim. She turned to a bald-headed 
man. “See, I told you he would come.” 

The scene was touching, but the floor was buckling 
all around them. Blizzard grabbed the cell door and 
yanked it off its hinges. The people streamed out, all of 
them bowing and praising Blizzard. 

“No time for that,” he growled. “Jump on my back, 
grab a hank of hair, and keep your heads down!” He 
turned away from the humans and let them crawl all 
over his hairy back like a bunch of fleas. They held on 
just as tightly as bugs. 

Blizzard struggled to keep his footing as they were 
tossed back and forth in the narrow dungeons. He 
knew he didn’t have time to get back to the exit 
upstairs, and he hoped they were close to the outer 
wall. As the humans hung on, shrieking with fear, 
Blizzard banged away with his massive fists at the 
stone walls. 

Finally, with his fists bleeding, he punched a hole in 
the wall and was greeted by a ferocious blast of wind 
and blazing sunlight. Using his fists like sledgeham- 
mers, Blizzard blasted a hole big enough for all of 
them to jump through. The ground was coming up 
fast—it made him dizzy to look at it—and he could 
see Vertigo, Diablo, and Talon materializing on a far 
hill. With the wind whipping his face and crazed 
humans screaming in his ears, Blizzard gazed over the 
edge into the twirling landscape. 

“Hang on!” 

At the last possible second, he jumped, trying to get 
height and distance away from the plummeting castle. 
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Even before he hit the ground, there came a tremen- 
dous roar as the hideous edifice slammed into the 
crater where it was born. Blizzard landed on all fours 
and immediately whirled around to see a huge cloud of 
rubble and dust come rising from the center of the 
crater, forming into a mushroom cloud. 

There was no sign of Necrosan, and Blizzard 
doubted that anything could live through that crash. As 
if in confirmation, zombies all around them collapsed 
to the ground, becoming nothing more than ripe 
corpses. Sauron began to eat a few of them. 

Blizzard could feel the people sliding off his back 
and collapsing to the ground with relief. He checked to 
make sure they were all right, especially his avatar’s 
woman. With tears of joy, Kim hugged her fellow 
survivors, and the avatars rushed over to see if the 
prisoners were all right. 

More humans emerged meekly from the forest to 
join the celebration, and there were soon dances, 
songs, and praise for both gods and avatars. Even the 
surliest of gods, such as Diablo and Vertigo, smiled 
benevolently upon the humans who had freed them 
from their prisons and fought with them in Urth’s 
greatest victory. 


SEVENTEEN 


A New Understanding 


BLIZZARD FROWNED AT THE JOYOUS PARTY TAKING PLACE 
all around him. With the celebration of Necrosan’s 
defeat in full swing, it was too bad that Kaze couldn’t 
be here to see that his woman was safe, and the beast 
was dead. 

Well, why couldn’t Kaze be here? thought Blizzard. 
“Exchange places with me,” he told Kaze through 
telepathy. 

“Uh, right now?” asked the avatar. “I’m, uh, rather 
busy right now—with Malyssa.” 

“Tl tell Kim that.” 

“No, wait!” 

At once, they changed places, and Blizzard found 
himself curled up on the floor with Malyssa. 

“Aaahh!” She leaped to her feet. “Hey, what goes 
on here? This wasn’t part of the bargain!” 

“Oh, come now,” said Blizzard, “I share everything 
with my avatar. Don’t you?” 
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“I don’t think so,” said Malyssa doubtfully. “My 
deal was with Kaze.” 

“Let him enjoy the defeat of Necrosan,” said Bliz- 
zard. “Meanwhile, have a seat, tell me about yourself. 
This is a new dawning in the age of understanding 
between gods and humans.” 

Malyssa looked thoughtful. “Say, you aren’t a 
virgin, are you?” 


With tears streaming from his eyes, Kaze held Kim’s 
filthy, sunken face in his hands and thought she looked 
gorgeous. She sobbed so hard that streaks of mud ran 
down her face, and she hugged him with all the 
strength she had left. 

“I thought I'd never see you again,” he said, 
choking on his words. 

“I never thought that,” answered Kim. “I knew that 
you or Blizzard would come for me.” 

“Something's happened in my life,” said Kaze. He 
wanted to tell her about becoming an avatar, of making 
an unholy bargain with Malyssa, of battling Chaos and 
Necrosan—but none of that seemed remotely impor- 
tant as he held Kim in his arms. 

Somebody cleared her throat, and he turned to see 
Keena standing there, holding her claws behind her 
back and looking apologetic. 

“I’m sorry,” she muttered, “over what I said about 
you.” 

“What did you say about me?” asked Kaze with a 
smile, wrapping his arm around Kim. On a day like 
this, it was hard to be angry. 
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She shrugged. “Nothing. I was just wrong about you 
and Malyssa.” 

Malyssa, thought Kaze with a pang. He was going 
to have trouble with her in the days to come. Hell, he 
would probably have trouble with all of the avatars 
and gods as their camaraderie degenerated into the 
usual bickering. But Kaze had a feeling that the order 
on Urth really had changed for the better, and that 
humans and gods were on a more equal footing now. 

He couldn’t help but laugh at the earnest look on the 
teenager's face. “Relax, Keena! We beat Necrosan! 
More importantly, we won the gods’ respect.” 

“I know.” Keena managed a smile as she gazed 
across the crater at her god, who was reenacting a 
pivotal moment in the battle for Sauron and Armadon. 
Something else caught Keena’s eye, and she frowned. 

Kaze followed her gaze and saw that, for some 
bizarre reason, Vertigo was sifting through the rubble 
of Necrosan’s castle. 

“What is that witch looking for?” asked Keena. 

“T don’t know,” said Kaze. “Let’s walk over there, 
shall we?” He looked lovingly at Kim. “Are you up for 
it?” 

“With you, anything,” she answered. 

The three of them ambled down the hill to the 
smoking rubble, through which a bluish-purple dino- 
saur was rooting with claws, tail, and snout. Kaze 
stopped them before they got too close. 

“J don’t want to alert her. Let’s sit down like we’re 
having a picnic or something.” He turned to Kim and 
smiled sympathetically. “I'll get you some food very 
soon.” 
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“Look!” hissed Keena, pointing a silver talon at 
Vertigo. 

Kaze turned to see the dino-god snatch a small, 
white object from the smoldering debris and clutch it 
to her chest. It looked almost like an egg. An instant 
later, Vertigo transported herself out of the rubble. 

Kim put her arm around Kaze’s neck and gazed 
worriedly at the sky. “What does it mean, Kaze?” 

“It means the battle is never over,” said Kaze 
grimly. “It means we'll have to keep an eye on 
Vertigo.” 

In the space of a few seconds, the sky grew darker, 
and a tumultuous rain began to fall. From a combina- 
tion of exhaustion and the need to be clean, Kaze just 
lay there in the downfall, letting it wash over him. Kim 
cuddled beside him, and the rain cleansed the grime 
off her sweet face. Even Keena seemed to relax, as the 
warm water gushed over her. 

For a week it rained, washing the stench of Necro- 
san off the land. The gods fought in the mud in 
sporting battles, sometimes trading places with their 
avatars, and the roar of rage was heard across the 
planet of Urth. 
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